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PREFACE 


It was quite the scene, as the two old generals sat and enjoyed each other’s 
company. Veterans had reminisced together many times since the Civil War, 
but this meeting had more multiple layers of meaning than normal as a dying 
Ulysses S. Grant visited with one of his oldest friends, Simon Bolivar Buck- 
ner. The visit was newsworthy if for no other reason than Grant was a former 
president of the United States, and the most popular American alive at the 
time. Buckner was no slouch himself, of course, being a former Confederate 
general and governor of Kentucky, but Grant was clearly the elder statesman 
of the two and Buckner came to pay what he knew would be his final respects 
to the living legend.' 

Beyond Grant’s presidential credentials, the meeting was also significant 
in other ways. The two were generals before they were politicians, and on op- 
posite sides of the great Civil War that had torn the nation asunder some two 
and a half decades before. Their meeting together and discussion (Grant writ- 
ing on scraps of paper because his throat cancer had ended his ability to talk) 
of the reconciliation even then taking place were certainly noteworthy. Grant 
noted, “I have witnessed since my last sickness just what I wished to see ever 
since the war: harmony and good feeling between the sections. I have always 
contended that if there had been nobody left but the soldiers we should have 
had peace in a year.”’ The meeting also illustrated the need for old soldiers to 
write memoirs, preserve battlefields, and give their recollections about what 
had happened; this generation, with Grant its standard-bearer, was beginning 
to pass away. Grant was dying, but Buckner was getting old as well. At one 
point, Grant wrote of Buckner, “you look very natural except that your hair 
has whitened and you have grown stouter.”” 

The 1885 meeting was fraught with other fascinating contexts as well. The 
scene harked back to earlier relationships these two had shared. Their days 


Xi PREFACE 


together at West Point had been enjoyable and full of youth, and their service 
together in Mexico fighting for the United States government was by then 
a fond memory as well. Grant and Buckner reminisced about those times, 
Grant even writing a short note to Buckner’s new wife: “I knew your husband 
long before you did. We were at West Point together and served together in 
the Mexican War.’” 

Significantly, Grant only mentioned a few parts of their association. Not 
so glorious, for each of them, were other meetings that one or the other obvi- 
ously remembered less fondly. In fact, their recorded association in the 1850s 
was when Grant was out of money and a charitable Buckner bailed him out. 
Apparently neither mentioned their next meeting either, which was certainly 
their most famous and significant. The two had met again at Dover, Tennes- 
see, in February 1862. By this time, Grant was an up-and-coming Union 
general while Buckner was the chivalrous expatriated Kentuckian defending 
one of the key points in the Confederacy. While the Union victory at Fort 
Donelson won laurels for Grant, Buckner was not totally humiliated. While 
he faced numerous months in Federal captivity, some of it in solitary confine- 
ment, he emerged from the ordeal beloved by his soldiers, whose fate he had 
chosen to share. Yet no evidence remains that in 1885 the two talked over 
the Fort Donelson events. The charitable Grant never brought it up, no doubt 
fearing it would cause Buckner embarrassment. It had to be in the back of 
their minds, though, as the two sat and visited for one last time. It was, to be 
sure, a curious meeting of two friends, made more curious and perplexing by 
the odd happenings of a civil war decades earlier. 

The Forts Henry and Donelson campaign certainly affected the Grant and 
Buckner relationship, but its significance spread even farther. In a real sense, 
the battle portended a lethal result for Grant because it was there that he 
switched from a pipe to cigars. Admiring Americans began to send him boxes 
of the latter when he was shown in the papers calmly smoking one. Even 
larger ramifications resulted from the February 1862 events, however; much 
of the reunification and even reconciliation even then discussed by these two 
elder statesmen had come from those events decades earlier. Thus for many 
reasons, the Forts Henry and Donelson campaign is rich in significance and 
consequence. 

For all its importance, few major studies of the February 1862 campaign 
have surfaced through the century and a half since. While there are certainly 
many books detailing the operations on the twin rivers in 1862, only two 
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stand out as major academic studies. A path-breaking publication by Benja- 
min Franklin Cooling brought the campaign to the forefront in 1987: Forts 
Henry and Donelson: The Key to the Confederate Heartland. Sixteen years 
later, in 2003, Kendall D. Gott published Where the South Lost the War: An 
Analysis of the Fort Henry-Fort Donelson Campaign, February 1862. Both 
are serious academic studies worthy of attention.® 

Yet while both books are very well done, they approach the fighting from 
completely different angles and neither fully covers the story. Cooling is in- 
terested mostly in context, and as a result takes the broadest possible ap- 
proach in his examination. Everything is seemingly fair game, and as a result 
he spends nearly the entire first half of the book on background economics, 
politics, and society. Likewise, much of the latter part of the book (as well as 
two additional volumes) is contextual material on what happened in the area 
after the fighting, including commemorative efforts. While there is certainly 
validity in this approach, it leaves little room for the coverage of tactical 
military detail.’ 

Gott’s exploration also leaves gaps. He is much more interested in the mil- 
itary action than Cooling, but as a former army officer, Gott seeks to explore 
the leadership and command relationships involved in the campaign. Like 
Cooling, Gott rarely goes beyond the brigade and at times even the division 
level. Thus, the coverage is almost entirely on the top tier of the armies, with 
little inclusion of the common soldiers’ viewpoints or actions. 

Each author succeeds admirably in their approach, but the fact remains 
that there has never been a truly comprehensive tactical treatment of the Forts 
Henry and Donelson campaign. There is consequently a desperate need for 
an overall, comprehensive, detailed, and balanced book on the topic. Unlike 
most other Civil War battles, which have numerous tactical studies causing 
some socially oriented historians to complain about the lack of context, Forts 
Henry and Donelson have surprisingly never had that depth of treatment. 

In providing a detailed tactical examination, this book will obviously differ 
from the previous volumes. Since neither academic book on the campaign 
treats the fighting in great detail, this book will illuminate aspects of the bat- 
tles never before examined. At the same time, it will steer clear of too many 
minutiae. This book will also rely on the personal accounts of the soldiers: 
contemporary primary sources, particularly manuscript material. Popular 
historians and previous overviews almost by definition do not include such 
research, but even the two academic works are not definitive in that respect. 
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Another theme regards overall strategic orientation. This book will com- 
pletely immerse the reader in the larger picture of the Mississippi Valley cam- 
paign, discussing how Forts Henry and Donelson were a part of the larger 
context of the war in the west. This book will examine how the initial Tennes- 
see River campaign was critical to the ultimate Union victory in the Missis- 
sippi Valley, and how Henry and Donelson proved decisive. The book’s focus 
will thus be less on the Cumberland River results of Fort Donelson and the 
capture of Nashville and more on Forts Henry and Heiman and the Tennes- 
see River line’s importance. Despite the large surrender and later emphasis 
on Fort Donelson, Forts Henry and Heiman and the opening of the Tennes- 
see River were actually more important in the larger Union operational and 
strategic efforts. 

The opening of the Tennessee River could not have been a permanent 
Union achievement without the neutralization of Fort Donelson, which added 
many degrees of success with the capture of a Confederate army, the taking 
of Nashville, and the emergence of Ulysses S. Grant. Still, it was the capture 
of Fort Henry that actually shook the Confederacy to its core from Richmond 
to New Orleans. The Confederate retreat from Columbus and Bowling Green, 
Kentucky, and the famous concentration at Corinth, Mississippi, that resulted 
in Shiloh all began as a result of Fort Henry’s and Fort Heiman’s fall, not 
Fort Donelson’s. Additionally, the Federal Cumberland River advance ended 
at Nashville, and as important as that was, it was the ability to move into 
the cotton states via the Tennessee River that was much more significant. 
Contemporary correspondence from Grant, Henry Halleck, and others clearly 
indicates that taking Fort Donelson and even Nashville was only a temporary 
detour. They each planned for the Union armies to quickly return again to the 
main axis of advance on the Tennessee River. Subsequent events bore out this 
strategy, as the armies moved southward along the Tennessee Valley to Shiloh 
and eventually Corinth, the climax of the Tennessee River campaign. 

This recasting of the focus on Fort Henry rather than on Fort Donel- 
son, part of which is preserved as a national park after all while Fort Henry 
has been under water for the past seventy years, certainly cuts against the 
grain of modern scholarship. Even some contemporary viewpoints took this 
Donelson-centric position; many thought Fort Donelson was the dominant 
achievement at the time. Henry Halleck opined that “the fall of Columbus, 
the great ‘Gibraltar of the West,’ and the taking of New Madrid have followed 
as consequences of the victory of Fort Donelson, just as Bowling Green & 
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Nashville were abandoned to Gen. Buell in consequence of the same strategic 
movements.” Similarly, another observer wrote, “in all probability the careful 
historian will yet decide that in shaping events which step by step wrought the 
downfall of the Southern coalition, Fort Donelson stands preeminent.”® 

Recent historians have generally taken the same viewpoint, one Tennes- 
sean noting long after the war that “when Fort Donelson fell the strategic mil- 
itary key of the Confederacy was taken which unlocked the door to Southern 
territory from which the South, in spite of the gallant and courageous struggle 
of her people to form other lines of defense, was never able to recover.” Even 
Bruce Catton declared, “Fort Donelson was not only a beginning; it was one 
of the most decisive engagements of the entire war, and out of it came the 
slow, inexorable progression that led to Appomattox.” 

It is highly likely that each of these writers was including the operations 
against Fort Henry under the larger title of the Fort Donelson campaign, but it 
is important to separate the two. Only a few have tried to do so, among them 
an early biographer of the key Union figure in the all-important Fort Henry 
victory, Flag Officer Andrew H. Foote. James Mason Hoppin wrote quite cor- 
rectly in 1874 that 


there were far greater battles during the war, both on land and water, than that 
sharp fight on the narrow river which resulted in the fall of the earth-work of Fort 
Henry ... but there were few battles of more vital importance to the Union arms 
than this earliest success of the Western flotilla... . Fort Henry was the key of 
the rebel position in the West... . By it the first strong rebel line of defense —the 
spinal column, as it were—was broken. The control of the direct line of railroad 
which connected the great rebel force of Columbus with that at Bowling Green 
was secured, a point far in the rear of both of these was seized, and the road was 
opened for the southward advance of our armies. Bowling Green was soon after 
evacuated. The desperate battles of Pittsburg Landing, Shiloh, and Corinth were 
the logical consequence of the capture of Fort Henry, being the struggle on the 
part of the rebels to establish a new line of defense running from Memphis and 


Island No. Ten to Pittsburg Landing, on the Tennessee, and Chattanooga.'® 


Obviously, Hopping was eager to emphasize Foote’s importance, but in 
this case he exemplified less hero worship and more truth than most other 
accounts. It is entirely fitting that the battlefield at Fort Donelson is today 
partially preserved as a national park, but it is also sad that such an important 
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piece of tangible history as Fort Henry today lies at the bottom of Kentucky 
Lake, the victim of the Tennessee Valley Authority’s flood-control efforts in 
the 1930s and 1940s. I hope to restore respect for one of the Civil War’s most 
defining sites in this book. 


No author writes a book alone, and numerous people, for whom I am very 
grateful, have aided me in this process. The archivists and workers at the 
various repositories were all extremely helpful. I have to single out the great 
people at the Fort Donelson National Battlefield, where a major portion of the 
research was conducted. Superintendent Brian McCutchen and his staff were 
great to work with, accommodating my every request, and they definitely 
made this a much better book by their cheerful aid and help. In particular, 
Doug Richardson facilitated my research in the park library and proved to be 
a great sounding board for ideas. Susan Hawkins, Debbie Austin, Mike Man- 
ning, and Bobby Hogan helped facilitate my research visits there as well, and 
Susan was extremely helpful in scanning photographs and providing docu- 
ments in the park’s archives. 

Others were also helpful in sorting out what can at times be confusing 
battle reports and terrain that unfortunately is not fully preserved. In addition 
to Doug Richardson at the park, who spent a day with me and my dad on the 
battlefield, others aided my terrain research during my many on-site visits 
to the battlefields. One particularly enjoyable day was when Superintendent 
McCutchen, former park historian Jimmy Jobe, Henry and Donelson cam- 
paign authority Jim Vaughan, and I ( joined later by Ranger Richardson) spent 
a rainy day sorting out various aspects that were fuzzy or lacking complete 
understanding. There are still some of those uncertainties that will probably 
never be fully known, but the knowledge that these men have between them 
is amazing and | thank them for their willingness to invest some of that in me. 

Once the manuscript was completed, these talented historians also agreed 
to read the finished product. McCutchen, Richardson, Jobe, and Vaughan all 
made numerous and productive comments on the manuscript, making it much 
stronger. In addition, Greg Biggs also agreed to read the manuscript and pro- 
vided many helpful suggestions as well. As always, John F. Marszalek read 
the manuscript and made it a much better book by his incisive analysis and 
editing. 

Working with the University Press of Kansas has again been a pure joy. 
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Mike Briggs is one of the best in the business, and Kelly Chrisman Jacques 
and Mike Kehoe are first-rate and super easy to work with. Copyeditor Robert 
Demke worked his magic on the prose, for which I am thankful. 

I am especially grateful for a generous faculty research grant provided by 
the University of Tennessee at Martin. These funds allowed me to research at 
numerous repositories, including in Washington, DC, Carlisle, Pennsylvania, 
West Point, New York, and Indianapolis, Indiana. 

My family is my special safe haven from the world, and anything I do 
would be worthless without being able to share it with my wife, Kelly, and 
daughters, Mary Kate and Leah Grace. Leah Grace even enjoyed a special 
day of research at Fort Donelson on a day off from kindergarten. She made a 
special friend in Jimmy Jobe, who eagerly showed his grandfather’s heart to 
this newcomer to Fort Donelson. I am also thankful for my parents, George 
and Miriam Smith, who started it all, and am especially thankful to have them 
living closer to us now. My dad and I were even able to spend an enjoyable 
day (despite his attack of kidney stones) at the park at the very beginning of 
the research. 

As always, the most important thing in my life is my God and the salva- 
tion provided through Jesus. I join Flag Officer Andrew H. Foote, after the 
victories on the Tennessee River, in proclaiming thanks to him for all he has 
done in my life: “Let us thank God from our heart, and say not unto us alone, 
but unto Thy name, O Lord, belongs the glory.” 


PROLOGUE 


Stewart County, Tennessee, is off the beaten path today, bypassed by modern 
interstates and other transportation routes across the United States. Because 
of technological advances of the second industrial revolution, aviation and 
superhighways have left the rural Tennessee county isolated and almost for- 
gotten. But that is the opposite from the situation in the nineteenth century, 
when the very different technological advancement of the original industrial 
revolution created a very different result. Then, the advances of steam power 
made sure the area was a focus of commerce and transportation in the region. 
Indeed, the county was squarely in the middle of some of the most heavily 
traveled corridors of the state and even of the nation. 

In the first half of the nineteenth century, Stewart County was very much a 
major commercial player, mainly because it offered access to two of Tennes- 
see’s major internal waterways, the Tennessee and Cumberland rivers. The 
birth of steam power and its use on steamboats on waterways and railroads on 
land were vital in bringing Stewart County into prominence. The two rivers 
offered access to the county, and even visitors traveling to larger metropolitan 
areas such as Nashville often stopped there when their steamboats needed 
fuel or provisions. Likewise, the county later housed a major railroad that 
ran through its borders after 1861, the Memphis, Clarksville, and Louisville. 
The technological advances of the industrial revolution thus had an important 
impact even on the seemingly isolated Stewart County. 

The first settlers into the area arrived about 1795, prior to statehood, when 
the land in the more western reaches of the state was filled mainly with the 
Chickasaw, some of whom were initially hostile to the white intruders. Many 
of the settlers came laterally from North Carolina, having received large tracts 
of land as partial repayment for their services in the Revolutionary War. The 
state legislature created the county in November 1803, naming it after one 
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of the original prominent citizens, Duncan Stewart. Originally it was much 
larger, but over the next few decades it was whittled down in size by the cre- 
ation of newer counties.’ 

The county’s seat emerged around 1805 and was originally named Mon- 
roe, but later it was changed to Dover. It sat along the southern edge of the 
Cumberland River and soon had a log courthouse and jail. Private businesses 
such as mills and hotels emerged as well as a brick school. A female acad- 
emy opened its doors in 1840, and numerous religious denominations built 
churches. Despite newer buildings over the next few years, the town never 
really took on a cosmopolitan feel. One unimpressed observer noted in the 
1860s that it was still “unknown to fame, meager in population, architectur- 
ally poor.” 

Despite its nearness to two rivers, Stewart County was not a productive 
agricultural area. There was some cotton farming early on, but it soon became 
unprofitable. Even so, the county had a respectable cash value of farms, over 
a million dollars, and contained an assortment of the expected farm animals: 
horses, mules, oxen, and cattle. There were also many sheep and swine, fos- 
tering a good economic trade of wool and bacon. Farmers in 1860 also pro- 
duced respectable amounts of corn, tobacco, and potatoes, and there was also 
a lively honey industry. Nevertheless, the county, situated as it was between 
two large rivers and filled with choppy land in ravines and hills, was not plan- 
tation country. The small number of slaves as compared with other Tennessee 
counties demonstrated that Stewart was not a place of large plantations.’ 

Instead of being an agriculturally dominant society, Stewart County hosted 
manufacturing. The 1860 census listed establishments in the county such as 
a cobbler, mills, and leather, liquor, lumber, harness, and shingle businesses, 
but by far the most prevalent industry was iron. Located on the edge of the 
iron belt, the hills and hollows of Stewart County were well endowed with 
ore. The first forge in the county appeared in 1820, the Dover Furnace, and 
by 1860 there were fourteen furnaces in existence, one (the Cumberland Iron 
Works) owned by senator and later Constitutional Union presidential candi- 
date John Bell. Slaves worked these forges, and blacksmiths also made their 
livings off the production. Several bar iron, bloom, and casting operations 
produced refined goods, but the major production was pig iron.’ 

Iron was a profitable business, but it took capital from rich owners in 
middle Tennessee to make it work. In 1860, there was more than $621,000 
invested in the forges and other infrastructure in the county, and it employed 
596 laborers, including seventy women. The annual value of the products 
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produced was $622,881. The big iron companies also owned subsidiary enti- 
ties such as thousands of acres of land on which the iron was mined as well 
as charcoal and trees used as fuel for the furnaces.’ 

The nearness to the river was a large factor in making the county a major 
iron-producing center; the product could easily be shipped by boat all across 
the United States. The emergence of steam power on the river significantly 
added to that ability, making the county a haven for iron production and travel 
in the nineteenth century. In fact, the rivers were such important thorough- 
fares of travel in that day that the Army Corps of Engineers took on the task 
of improving inland river channels on the Tennessee and Cumberland rivers 
prior to the Civil War. Few realized that the opening of the streams would 
play a major role in the naval warfare on those very rivers just a few short 
years later.® 

By 1860, the county’s population was 9,896, which included 7,404 whites, 
76 “free colored,” 2,415 slaves, and but one Native American. Although it 
was not a large slave community, Stewart County had racial problems, most 
notably an 1856 slave rebellion that the locals quashed mercilessly. Stewart 
County was thus not immune from sectional confrontations over slavery and 
states’ rights, and citizens routinely policed their slaves just like in plantation 
areas. Vigilance committees emerged in response to rebellion rumors, and 
many slaves were whipped and at least six hanged in the particularly nasty 
1856 episode.’ 

By the 1860s, with such racial issues evident, Stewart County joined other 
counties in Tennessee in facing the prospects of war. In the first referendum 
on secession in February 1861, Stewart County citizens voted heavily in fa- 
vor of calling a convention. The later vote saw that majority rise, and the 
county soon sent many of its favored sons off to the war. They eventually 
enlisted in several regiments, most notably the 14th Tennessee and a full five 
companies in the 50th Tennessee.® 

Sadly, that was not the extent of Stewart County’s participation in the war. 
Because of its geographic location between two major rivers, the interstate 
highways of the age, the residents of the county soon found themselves in the 
thick of war. The Tennessee and Cumberland rivers figured importantly in 
both Union and Confederate strategies. Both sides vied for possession of the 
very rivers that had previously given local residents such an economic boost. 
Now those rivers, positioned as they were as avenues of invasion into the new 
Confederacy, placed Stewart County early on in the very seat of war. 


I 


“THE KEYS OF THE GATE-WAY INTO HER 





Own TERRITORY” 


Had Jefferson Davis been a prophet and able to see into the future, he perhaps 
would have opposed the move of the Confederate capital to Richmond, Vir- 
ginia. Having set up a government, established a military, and elected Davis 
as their provisional president, the Confederate congress soon decided that 
Montgomery, Alabama, was too small and isolated to serve as the new na- 
tion’s chief political center. Many factors went into the decision to relocate 
to Richmond, not the least of which was the wooing of Virginia onto the 
Confederate side, which came quickly enough in April 1861. Still, the trans- 
fer of the seat of government took the expected media and limelight with it, 
and the Virginia theater garnered most of the attention for the remainder of 
the war and for numerous decades thereafter. Meanwhile, Federal armies tore 
the heart out of the South in the west left behind by the politicos of the 
Confederacy. ' 

Obviously, no one could tell what would happen in the next four years, 
and there were indeed good reasons to relocate the capital. Nevertheless, the 
move illustrated in allegorical form the transfer of attention, men, weaponry, 
money, and indeed the very stakes involved in the growing conflict. With 
the transfer of Davis and his government to Virginia, the western Confed- 
eracy took second billing, and would remain as such for the rest of the war 
and afterward. Indeed, the Confederacy’s top commanders, top weapons, and 
major army were all seated in what became known as the eastern theater, or 
the roughly hundred-mile box stretching between the two capitals and the 
Shenandoah Valley and the sea. For nearly four years the armies battled back 
and forth across the theater, occasionally spilling over to areas immediately 
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north or south of the capitals themselves, but little was decided as a stalemate 
grew ever grimmer, taking tens of thousands of lives in increasingly bitter 
fighting.’ 

The west, in contrast, saw many more critical developments over those 
four years. The exchange of huge amounts of territory, the critical debas- 
ing of Confederate morale, and the deletion of several entire Confederate 
armies were commonplace beyond the Appalachian Mountains. In terms of 
successes that created lasting repercussions on winning and losing, the west 
was far more involved in deciding the Civil War than any other area.’ 

The reasons for the Confederacy’s inability to maintain parity in the west 
and thus produce a similar stalemate were legion. One revolved around the 
contemporary mentality of sending or keeping the best material, generals, 
and armies in the vaunted east. Another reason was geography. It has long 
been asserted that the rivers of Virginia flowed east and west, allowing the 
Confederate defenders better defensive terrain with which to parry Federal 
thrusts; the Shenandoah Valley likewise allowed multiple Confederate gener- 
als to operate independently. On the other hand, the rivers in the west, such 
as the Mississippi, Tennessee, and Cumberland, mostly ran north and south, 
offering broad highways of invasion into the Confederacy.’ 

Perhaps the biggest factor in depriving the South of a chance to match the 
enemy in the west was the region’s sheer size. If the eastern theater primarily 
covered the eastern half of one state, the west, even if defined only as the area 
west of the eastern theater to the Mississippi River, conversely covered all 
or parts of six states, from Kentucky to the Gulf coast. Since the South had a 
disadvantage in terms of available men, material, and logistical ability, it had 
a much better chance of defending a relatively narrow corridor of activity in 
the east than it did the huge swaths of territory in the west.’ 

If the decision to move the capital to Richmond might be considered a bad 
one, the manner in which the Davis administration chose to defend the west 
was much worse. In a confederation built upon the concept of states’ rights, 
those individual states saw themselves as nothing less than important cogs 
in the entire Confederacy. Thus, they wanted to be defended just as much 
as the others. The Confederate government therefore decided on the unwise 
policy at the beginning of the war to defend every nook and cranny of the 
Confederacy, whether threatened or not, thereby leaving the actual vulnerable 
locations significantly weaker.® 

Consequently, in the results of a policy born in urban settings amid well- 
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dressed politicians housed comfortably in their metropolitan surroundings, 
this defective policy was taken advantage of in one of the most remote loca- 
tions of the western Confederacy, at a small fortification called Fort Henry 
on the Tennessee River. The Confederacy would be hard pressed to overcome 
the results.’ 


In the initial stages of the war, the Confederate west was left alone even as 
the war began to grow more fierce through the spring and summer of 1861. 
Union forces instead advanced toward northern Virginia and southwestern 
Missouri that summer. The battles of Bull Run and Wilson’s Creek became 
headline news for a population devoid of any military activity since 1848, and 
both Union and Confederate society drank in all the information they could 
obtain about the fighting. Unfortunately, those first battles turned out to be 
small compared to what lay ahead, but they were nonetheless comparable in 
size to the major battles in the Revolutionary War, the War of 1812, and even 
the more recent Mexican War. 

Meanwhile, matters remained calm in the crucial area east of the Missis- 
sippi River and west of the Appalachian Mountains. Several reasons existed 
for this lack of fighting, including an almost continual turnover in Federal 
command, the massive logistical effort needed to operate in the vast area, 
a similar need to acquire or develop vessels capable of operating along the 
theater’s major rivers, and the all-inclusive fixation on the east. Yet the major 
reason so little activity developed in the west was the political action of one 
of the states.’ 

Kentucky had a long history of leadership in US politics. It was the first 
state west of the Appalachian Mountains to join the Union, and it was thus 
the leader of other, later states that now numbered over thirty. It had also 
been the famous Kentucky Resolution, penned anonymously by Thomas Jef- 
ferson, that had first begun the concept of nullification and even secession, 
ideas that ultimately led to the situation in which Kentucky now found itself. 
The state was also home of the vaunted Henry Clay, who had compromised 
the nation out of the kind of war it now faced. It was perhaps no accident that 
the first major crisis comparable to those earlier ones (1820, 1833, 1850) that 
occurred after his death in 1852 led to war. Clay’s shoes had been partially 
filled by another Kentuckian, one John J. Crittenden, who like Clay had tried 
to offer a compromise that would not split his nation. That effort failed, and 
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even Crittenden’s family split, one son going North and another one South. 
Even so, the state’s major role in national politics could not garner for it any 
special consideration now, as it sat squarely between the combatants of the 
growing civil war." 

Kentucky exercised its independence by wrangling over how to react to 
the warlike world around it. Obviously, both Abraham Lincoln and Jeffer- 
son Davis, both native Kentuckians themselves, desired to have the state on 
his side; Kentucky after all contained many men, raw materials, horses, and 
agricultural products. Either side would benefit from having the state on its 
side, and it has long been related that Abraham Lincoln stated that he hoped 
to have God on his side, but he had to have Kentucky. There is no proof Lin- 
coln ever said this, but it does illustrate the importance of the state. A dual 
government even emerged, with the state sending representatives to the US 
and Confederate congresses. The paradox of being a slave state but also be- 
ing a part of the United States tore at Kentuckians, but the commonwealth 
remained loyal throughout the entire war. Even so, it sent thousands of troops 
and generals such as John C. Breckinridge and Simon Bolivar Buckner to the 
Confederacy." 

The way Kentucky stayed in the Union was unique, and actually aided 
the Confederacy in the initial months of the war. Torn in two directions as it 
was, Kentucky went its own way, declaring itself neutral and asking that each 
side stay out of its territory. Clearly wanting to remain out of the war and the 
devastation that would no doubt result, Kentucky’s leadership tried a tactic 
that would not, and could not hope to, succeed. Rarely do any areas remain 
out of war, especially when they are as influential and, in Kentucky’s case, sit- 
ting squarely between the belligerents. All the same, Kentucky declared itself 
neutral, forcefully telling each side to stay away. This stance worked initially, 
because each side recognized that not respecting Kentucky’s neutrality would 
effectively drive it into the enemy’s ranks.'* 

Kentucky thus kept vast amounts of men, supplies, and territory from each 
side, although undercover and covert enlistment and trading frequently oc- 
curred. More importantly, sitting as it did along almost the entire border of the 
Confederacy from the Mississippi River to the Appalachian Mountains, Ken- 
tucky’s neutrality effectively shielded the Confederacy, forcing any Union 
invasion of the South to move around rather than through the state. In effect, 
Kentucky’s neutrality safeguarded perhaps the most vulnerable portion of the 
Confederacy, its border with the United States in the vast western theater.'° 
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I was the state that bordered Kentucky to the south that most appreciated 
Kentucky’s neutrality. When Tennessee Governor Isham G. Harris led that 
state out of the Union in June 1861, he found its defense arrangements greatly 
eased by Kentucky’s stance to the north. All the while, Harris worked to form 
his state’s military assets into a potent force, and when he turned his state 
army over to the Confederate authorities, it became the basis of the army that 
would defend Tennessee and the heartland: the Army of Tennessee. Harris 
was so influential that noted historian Thomas Lawrence Connelly has called 
him the ‘Father of the Army of Tennessee.”"* 

If Harris was bold and productive, he was unfortunately also in some ways 
short-sighted. He was no doubt a major player in the Confederacy (his state 
was the border with the United States after all), but almost all his emphasis 
was targeted in the wrong direction. Depending heavily on Kentucky’s neu- 
trality, Harris showed little concern for the eastern and middle portions of the 
state, shielded as he believed they were. Rather, he focused his attention and 
forces on west Tennessee. Harris was from that region, Paris, but his main 
focus was even farther westward, on the Mississippi River itself.’ 

Like many other rivers in the western theater, the Mississippi ran directly 
into the heart of the Confederacy and was in fact one of the major Union goals 
espoused in Winfield Scott’s famous and debated Anaconda Plan. But while 
other rivers such as the Tennessee and Cumberland dove southward into the 
Confederate heartland, those were contained within Kentucky’s and Tennes- 
see’s borders as they passed through. Thus, movement along those rivers 
would be tantamount to an invasion of the state. Not so with the Mississippi 
River; it bordered differing states on each side so that a movement down the 
Mississippi would not be an official invasion. As a result, the Federals could 
perhaps move down the Mississippi past Kentucky’s territory and land on 
Tennessee soil. They could also cross from Missouri, which had declared no 
neutrality, and move directly into Tennessee. Harris therefore had to defend 
his state on its western flank. And there were larger ramifications. Not just 
Tennessee was at stake, but perhaps the entire Confederacy as well. Tennes- 
see state general Gideon Pillow insightfully noted that losing the Mississippi 
River would result in the “opening of the river to the Gulf of Mexico, and 
isolating all the country west of the Mississippi, destroying the great valley 
of the Mississippi, with all its untold wealth.”’® 

In order to solidify what he deemed to be the critical region, Harris al- 
most ignored other areas of concern in east and middle Tennessee. Kentucky 


“THE KEYS OF THE GATE-WAY INTO HER OWN TERRITORY” 7 


shielded those areas at the moment, but there was no guarantee that matters 
would remain that way. He had no plans to break Kentucky’s neutrality, but 
Harris could not control the actions of others. Gideon Pillow, who was a 
Mexican War general and friend of Tennessean James K. Polk, had caused 
enormous political problems in the 1840s with little military success in re- 
turn; he could obviously do so again. Then there was the Confederate com- 
mander in the west, Leonidas Polk. While Harris certainly had their ear, he 
could not necessarily dictate their actions and movements. If one of them 
decided that the ends justified the means of invading Kentucky, then Harris 
would be left defenseless across much of his border. Much like the situation 
on the Rio Grande River back in Gideon Pillow’s previous war, when a seem- 
ingly minor episode was used to vault the United States into war, an incon- 
sequential movement by a minor commander could bring neutrality crashing 
down and endanger Tennessee. The bottom line was that Harris had far too 
many intangibles embedded in his west Tennessee focus to leave the rest of 
his state basically unguarded." 

The rest of the state was not happy either. In east Tennessee, Harris oper- 
ated more as a politician than as a military-minded overseer defending his 
state. Noted for their Unionism, the east Tennesseans were ripe for rebellion 
and Harris had to walk a fine line, particularly with late summer elections 
slated for the state in August 1861 and Harris himself on the ballot for re- 
election. Although Harris won the election, he lost east Tennessee and im- 
mediately after the election unloaded on the section, imprisoning leaders and 
punishing loyalists for their actions. One Confederate colonel went so far 
that fall as to write Confederate Secretary of War Judah P. Benjamin, “Tories 
now quiet, but not convinced. Executions needed.” As a result, it was clear 
that almost the entire eastern third of the state turned flagrantly against Har- 
ris and the Confederacy, bringing on years of guerilla and sabotage action. 
Even worse, Federal officials were also concentrating on the area as a perfect 
place to foster US support within the Confederacy; Abraham Lincoln himself 
pushed to begin operations in the area. Harris nevertheless did little over the 
summer and fall of 1861, even leaving the critical Cumberland Gap relatively 
exposed and undefended.’® 

The same lack of concern was evident in middle Tennessee with little 
preparation for the defense of Nashville, that “great Western capital of the 
Confederacy,’ as one newspaper described it. One of the key transportation 
hubs of the northern Confederacy, just a few miles south of the Kentucky 
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border, Nashville sat at the junction of the Cumberland River and the numer- 
ous rail lines entering it from the deep South. Its worth in production, storage, 
and morale to the Confederacy was immense, yet Harris made little effort to 
defend it.'” 

Not so with west Tennessee, particularly the Mississippi River flank. Har- 
ris placed his most valuable assets of men, guns, and supplies facing west 
along the river, bunching his defenses in one area instead of spacing them out 
to cover the entire breadth of the state. The result was Tennessee depending 
on the only thing Americans knew as a first line of land defense — the static 
fortification. Since the Revolutionary War and certainly the War of 1812 (Fort 
McHenry’s stellar defense of Baltimore being a prime example), Americans 
had put their trust in earthen and masonry fortifications, spurring a massive 
generational system of coastal defenses. The threat had always been from 
the outside, for which these forts were adequately situated, but now that the 
threat came from within, no fortifications existed to stop an advance down 
the Mississippi or down the other rivers. Knowing only to defend Tennessee 
with fixed fortifications, Harris began to establish defenses on the Mississippi 
River.” 

Ironically, this was the opposite of the overall Confederate strategy to cover 
all geographic areas, which would have been a better policy for Harris to uti- 
lize in his particular state. Perhaps Davis and Harris should have swapped 
ideas, with Harris’s localized defense being used for the Confederacy and 
Davis’s spread-out format being used for Tennessee itself. Neither Davis nor 
Harris saw the error of their ways, however, and continued their separate poli- 
cies. While thousands of troops garrisoned little-threatened locales far to the 
south, Tennessee’s eastern and middle sections lay vulnerable with only the 
thin Kentucky neutrality protecting them. All the while, Harris concentrated 
on land fortifications along the Mississippi River. With little time to erect 
masonry or stone fortifications and even less capability to construct gunboats 
covered with iron, Harris opted for the next best thing: earthen fortifications. 
Confederate engineers agreed with this need, Jeremy Gilmer later writing, 
“there is not plate iron in the whole Confederacy sufficient to protect the hun- 
dredth part of the surface of one boat.” Railroad iron would have to suffice, 
but that would make the boats far too heavy for the mostly shallow rivers in 
the region. “I am forced to the opinion,” Gilmer noted, “that the best reliance 
for defense will be batteries ashore, in combination with such obstructions as 
may be devised in the channel under the guns of the works.’”! 
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A series of such forts accordingly emerged along the Mississippi River, 
with the purpose of blocking any potential Union movement southward: 
Forts Wright, Pillow, and Randolph on the Chickasaw Bluffs midway along 
the state’s river sector, and Fort Harris a little north of Memphis on another 
prominent area of high ground. Harris also tried to defend Memphis, that city 
being a critical supply and logistical rail and river hub. The forts were cer- 
tainly formidable enough to river traffic, but were limited in that high ground 
along the river was at a premium and most of the time the river’s wide delta 
precluded fortifications along much of its route. As a consequence, Harris had 
to defend his state where he could, the first instance south of Kentucky be- 
ing the Chickasaw Bluffs. Harris also concentrated the majority of his troops 
along the river to defend against a land attack.” 

Also left almost completely undefended were the north-south rivers be- 
tween western and middle Tennessee that shot like arrows into the heartland 
of the state and the Confederacy. The Tennessee and Cumberland rivers were 
uniquely positioned for an enemy invasion, yet Harris paid little attention to 
either of them. And while he would be able to recover from his lapses of judg- 
ment concerning eastern and middle Tennessee, a disaster on the twin rivers 
would be much harder to overcome.” 


Just as Harris settled into the comfort of having his northern border secured, 
the unthinkable happened: Kentucky’s neutrality collapsed. This develop- 
ment obviously left Tennessee’s entire northern border, and more ominously 
the broader western theater border of the Confederacy itself, open to invasion. 
Because of Harris’s fixation on the Mississippi River, little stood between the 
Confederate heartland and invading Union armies. There was, as a result, a 
scramble, to say the least, to establish new defenses.” 

Shocking as that development was, the manner in which it happened was 
perhaps even more disgusting. If Harris never considered that Kentucky’s 
shield might fall, he also probably never mulled over the possibility of how 
that would happen. The fact that the culprit was on his own side was even less 
palatable.” 

The actual decision lay on the shoulders of one man, Leonidas Polk. He 
had attended West Point with Davis, where they became fast friends, and he 
reaped the rewards of knowing well a president who never forgot his acquain- 
tances, whether they were competent or not. In Polk’s case he was not, and 
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frequently throughout the war he demonstrated the fact that he was a much 
better preacher than general. That stands to reason, since Polk had resigned 
from the army soon after his graduation from the military academy and had 
spent the intervening decades in the ministry, rising eventually to the office 
of Episcopal bishop of Louisiana. His old friend Davis made him a general 
nevertheless, despite the fact that he had not served in any military save the 
Lord’s army in decades. It just so happened that Polk was put in a place where 
he, as a novice, could do irreparable damage.”® 

Commanding in western Tennessee, Polk kept an eye on Union activity 
east of the Mississippi River as well as on the river itself. With a fixation on 
Columbus, Kentucky, Polk dreamily viewed that locale as the end-all and 
be-all bastion that would stop any Federal movement along the Mississippi 
River. Indeed it would, as long as the landward defenses were held, but that 
posed a problem. As much weaponry would have to go into defending the 
landward side as it would take to protect the actual river approaches, which 
were almost impregnable themselves atop the nearly two-hundred-foot-high 
cliffs. At any rate, Polk saw a major bastion at Columbus as the key to the de- 
fense of the Mississippi Valley, and in his hopes of achieving that he began to 
experience fears that were not there. He grew anxious that the Federals would 
capture Columbus to deprive the Confederacy of perhaps the best defensive 
area north of Vicksburg, Mississippi. Polk thus weighed the odds, watching 
closely Federal movements at nearby Cairo, Illinois, and soon settled on one 
of the true blunders of the war.’’ 

Dismissing Kentucky’s neutrality as a political factor secondary to the 
military importance of Columbus, Polk invaded Kentucky and occupied the 
bluffs on September 2. In doing so, he made Columbus a bastion that would 
never be moved by a frontal assault down the Mississippi River. At the same 
time, and more importantly, he removed the western theater—wide barrier that 
defended the northern border of the Confederacy, thereby leaving the width 
of the nation from the Mississippi River to the Appalachian Mountains wide 
open with little defense. Almost as critical, Polk did not occupy Paducah and 
Smithland, Kentucky, at the mouths of the nearby Tennessee and Cumberland 
rivers, which were necessary to keep those rivers from being used to outflank 
Columbus. Basically, Columbus was no good without adequate defenses at 
other places.”® 

As expected, Kentucky would from then on be a solid, if partially divided, 
member of the United States and would send far more troops to Lincoln’s 
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armies than to Davis’s. More importantly, Federal officials were also quick to 
move into Kentucky, taking the vast majority of the state into Union hands, 
including its enormous resources in terms of men, material, horses, and sup- 
plies. They captured other strategic locations as well, such as the railroad 
line running from Louisville to Nashville, parts of eastern Kentucky near the 
Cumberland Gap, and the mouths of the Tennessee and Cumberland rivers at 
Paducah and Smithland. One I[/linoisan wrote of his arrival at Smithland and 
described the amazing lack of Confederate defense, stating, “we took posses- 
sion of the town within an hour from the time we put our foot on shore.” Each 
move set Federal forces not only at defensive areas, erecting large cannon, 
but also at jumping-off points to invade along natural and manmade transpor- 
tation routes leading directly into the Confederacy’s heartland. Unfortunately 
for Davis and Harris, most of those routes still lay almost totally unguarded.” 

As glaring a disaster as Polk’s invasion of Kentucky was, there was one 
bright spot for the Confederacy in that September 1861. The individual many 
considered as the savior of the South had finally arrived and had taken the 
helm from novices like Polk and Pillow. Albert Sidney Johnston had been the 
US Army’s Department of the Pacific commander at the outbreak of the war, 
with headquarters in California. With his adopted state of Texas’s secession, 
he resigned his commission and returned east, planning to offer his services 
to Jefferson Davis. Theirs was a friendship much like Polk and Davis’s, the 
two having attended Transylvania University in Kentucky and West Point 
together. The major difference was that Johnston had remained in the military 
rather than moving to a religious setting, first in Texas and then in the US 
army, where then Secretary of War Davis appointed him colonel of the new 
2nd United States Cavalry. Now that Davis was president of the Confederacy, 
he once again placed Johnston in a prime leadership position, appointing him 
as the second-ranking general in the Confederacy and sending him to the 
expanded western theater that now included everything from the Indian Terri- 
tory to the Appalachian Mountains. While Davis did Johnston no favor when 
he appointed him to such a massive department with pitifully few resources 
and comparatively many more problems, Johnston was fortunately no Polk, 
and he set seriously to his self-described “chief object,” that is, to “shield the 
valley of the Mississippi from the enemy and assure its safety.” He was at 
least competent, and he had the confidence of western leaders. Perhaps best of 
all he had the full confidence of Jefferson Davis. The president later declared 
to doubters, “if he is not a general, we had better give up the war, for we have 
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no general.” The question remained, however, if even Johnston could lure 
success out of the mess Leonidas Polk had made in Kentucky.” 


A mad scramble indeed ensued when news came that Kentucky was no 
longer neutral and Tennessee’s long border with the United States now lay 
vulnerable at all points. The idea of Federals moving down the Mississippi 
River or across from Missouri was still plausible, though at least one of those 
scenarios soon faded away. Polk, despite severe injury from an exploding 
cannon, worked to make Columbus more and more domineering, effectively 
ending any chance of enemy movement down the river. Columbus’s pres- 
ence likewise lowered the possibility of a Union army crossing the river from 
Missouri or Arkansas. Large numbers of boats would be required to transport 
the troops across the river, so Columbus denied the Federals any river access 
below Kentucky as well. In fact, Polk was also fortifying and garrisoning 
areas below Columbus such as New Madrid, Missouri, and he also called on 
Confederate naval commander George N. Hollins and his fleet of six small 
gunboats to aid in the defense. Despite a lack of everything needed in arms 
and supplies, the bishop still showed a bold front: “we nevertheless propose, 
by God’s blessing, to give the best account of our command that we can.””! 

As overall commander, however, Albert Sidney Johnston had to look af- 
ter Tennessee’s larger defense, and work therefore continued on the earthen 
forts above Memphis, seen as second, third, or fourth lines of defense should 
something happen to Columbus. But the new situation on the Mississippi 
River did little to solve the problems along the rest of Tennessee’s border, and 
Johnston had to move quickly to shore up those areas as well. He logically 
concentrated on the most likely avenues of invasion: the rivers running north 
and south instead of east and west, as in Virginia. Similarly, a rail line also 
traveled north and south, the Louisville and Nashville. Added to the new in- 
ventions on those transportation routes was the age-old natural byway of the 
Cumberland Gap in east Tennessee, which offered access to an area already 
seething with anti-Confederate sentiment. Federal forces could also march 
into Tennessee on any number of lesser routes, but these were the most con- 
spicuous and dominant. Johnston was wise to identify them as most in need 
of defense.” 

The result of this situation was a sectional Confederate, or cordon, de- 
fense under Johnston. West of the Mississippi River, a conglomeration of 
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Confederate units came together under the command of Earl Van Dorn, who 
eventually joined with Sterling Price and his old Missouri command of Wil- 
son’s Creek fame. Those generals were tasked with holding Arkansas, and 
the primary zone of concern was the southwest Missouri/northwest Arkansas 
corridor, the same area that had seen the advances earlier in 1861 that had 
culminated in the Wilson’s Creek battle. As important as the trans-Mississippi 
was, however, it paled in comparison to the heart of the western theater. That 
was exactly where Johnston placed the bulk of his meager force.” 

With the bastion at Columbus blocking any travel toward the south, the 
Mississippi River sector appeared to be safe. Leonidas Polk was tasked with 
blocking the river traffic as well as providing for land defenses. Polk did a 
good job, focused as he was on his pet project, although the danger was not so 
much frontal assault or even capture but, like all other fixed points of defense, 
the turning movement. Polk would consequently have to be aware of his 
surroundings, and he and many others worried about a Federal army getting 
around Columbus and, in Pillow’s words, “reducing it by famine.”** 

A Union movement in early November 1861 to his exact area of operation 
illustrated Polk’s need to watch carefully. Federal forces landed on the west- 
ern side of the Mississippi River in Missouri and moved forward toward a 
small Confederate camp across from Columbus, thereby sparking the battle at 
Belmont on November 7. The Federal force achieved initial success but was 
driven back to their supporting boats by Confederate reinforcements Polk 
sent across the river. The small affair did not settle much, although it was the 
baptism of fire for Ulysses S. Grant. It also showed that the Federals were 
probing and looking for advantages, right to the very defenses of Columbus.*° 

Less action took place at other points, but Johnston nevertheless placed ad- 
ditional assets at the most critical transportation routes into the Confederacy. 
The next bastion east of Columbus was located at the twin rivers, the Tennes- 
see and Cumberland, the two on parallel routes no more than ten or fifteen 
miles apart. Obviously, both routes had to be blocked, but the rivers’ nearness 
to one another along the Tennessee state border suggested creating earthen 
fortifications along both rivers that were in supporting distance of each other. 
Fortunately, some work had already been done despite Isham Harris’s tepid 
defense of the majority of Tennessee. There had been concern about these riv- 
ers early on, and the Tennessee Military and Financial Board quickly began to 
pay some attention there. “We request that you immediately examine the Ten- 
nessee and Cumberland rivers,’ the board told engineer Adna Anderson in 
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April 1861. They told him to establish “the proper military defenses on those 
streams.” Surveying and locating likely positions prior to Kentucky’s change 
of sentiment, Harris’s officers had no choice but to place the defensive forts 
on Tennessee soil, thereby severely limiting their effectiveness. All the same, 
the fortification on the Cumberland River was begun under Anderson as early 
as May 1861, when Tennessee was still a part of the Union. It was not much of 
an issue because good high ground near Dover allowed for adequate defense, 
although there was still talk of moving the fortification to another area such as 
Lineport, some fifteen miles to the north. Ending the discussion, more work 
under Tennessee engineer Bushrod Johnson soon commenced at Dover even 
before the coming of formal secession. The fort itself was on the high ground 
defending the river, and the water batteries were sunk into the side of the hill 
above the Cumberland River. The fortification quickly gained the name of 
Donelson, for one of Tennessee’s own generals, Daniel S. Donelson.*° 

Unfortunately for the Tennesseans, there was no high ground sufficient 
for defense south of the Kentucky border on the east side of the Tennessee 
River, which was necessary for the two forts to mutually support each other. 
Engineers consequently chose the best site possible for Fort Henry, named 
after Gustavus A. Henry—later a Tennessee senator in Richmond. The best 
that could be had was low ground that was susceptible to flooding. Anderson 
had picked out a site on high ground five miles to the south near the mouth of 
Standing Rock Creek, but the location was later changed to Kirkman’s Land- 
ing, and the 10th Tennessee soon arrived to begin construction in June 1861. 
The first gun went up in July and was test fired. Officers arriving later were 
not impressed. One noted, “I was convinced by a glance at its surroundings 
that extraordinarily bad judgment, or worse, had selected the site for its erec- 
tion.” He later added that “the accidental observation of a water-mark left on 
a tree caused me to look carefully for this sign above, below, and in the rear 
of the fort; and my investigation convinced me that we had a more danger- 
ous force to contend with than the Federals,— namely, the river itself.” Local 
citizens confirmed as much, but arriving troops were satisfied. One soldier in 
the 27th Alabama noted that it “looked formidable to us who had never seen 
anything like it before,” and Gustavus A. Henry himself described his name- 
sake fort as “in fine condition for defense, the work admirably done.” Ironi- 
cally, Henry had no such compliments for nearby Fort Donelson, describing 
it as “in very bad condition.””’ 

With the Mississippi River emphasis, work went slowly at each fort. Held 
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at Fort Henry in September 1861, celebrations commemorating the Mexican 
War battle at Monterrey, fought fifteen years before, illustrated the lethargic 
nature of the work and the emphasis on other activities. Colonel Adolphus 
Heiman of the 10th Tennessee was a veteran of the battle and ordered Captain 
Jesse Taylor to fire a salute of eleven guns at noon. Citizens of “a pleasure 
party” had arrived on steamboats for the occasion, and a dress parade was 
held, followed by an address. The entire regiment was even invited to drink 
to Heiman. One Tennessean smacked his lips and noted, “I wish our Colonel 
had fought a battle every day in the year.” While celebrations certainly added 
to morale, it is a wonder that more attention was not paid to preparing the fort 
for new battles rather than celebrating past victories.** 

Still, the twin rivers were not the only concern for Johnston. His next 
major bastion was at Bowling Green, Kentucky, where he utilized the Barren 
River in his defense of the Louisville and Nashville Railroad. A mere twenty 
or thirty miles north of the Tennessee border, Bowling Green became the de 
facto headquarters of the department when Johnston himself chose to make 
his headquarters there. He frequently used the rail system that connected the 
town with the rest of his department and surveyed the major sites (although 
not Forts Henry and Donelson) in the months after he assumed command. 
Although Johnston was there most of the time, the portion of the army that 
garrisoned the Bowling Green defenses was as of early December under Wil- 
liam J. Hardee, a former US officer known best for authoring Hardee’s Tac- 
tics, the military’s latest rendition of tactics, said to be light-infantry tactics 
to compensate for the emergence of rifling in small arms. Hardee’s troops 
watched perhaps the foremost Federal host that confronted this line, although 
the frequent change of commanders effectively eroded the Union army’s ef- 
fectiveness. Still, Hardee and Johnston had to hold Bowling Green and its key 
railroad access to Tennessee but quietly began the fortification of Nashville as 
well.” 

The final sector of Johnston’s quickly formed four-hundred-mile defensive 
line guarding Tennessee was positioned to cover the eastern section of the 
state as well as the critical Cumberland Gap. This small force amazingly con- 
tained dual commanders, one of the Crittenden boys from Kentucky, George, 
and Tennessee politician and editor Felix Zollicoffer. Both had their limi- 
tations, Crittenden having a fondness for the bottle and Zollicoffer having 
poor eyesight as well as training in journalism, not military affairs. Despite 
their limitations, the two officers watched Federal moves farther and farther 
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into southeastern Kentucky, wondering what they could do in retaliation with 
such meager forces.*° 

Johnston wondered the same thing. With four hundred miles to cover and 
with inadequate troops to defend even one of the locations properly, John- 
ston realized that the enemy could pick and choose and presumably mass his 
forces at a single area and attack before Johnston could rush in reinforce- 
ments. He had to determine where the threat was and respond quickly if he 
was going to parry the thrust. Obviously, if the enemy moved forward at all 
points at the same time, nothing could be defended. Johnston gambled on 
the corresponding naivety and chaos in the Union high command to give 
him time to build up adequate defenses. He also had some good fortune in 
interior lines of communication along some of his line, including the criti- 
cal Memphis, Clarksville, and Louisville Railroad, which ran parallel to the 
Confederate line from Bowling Green toward the west. Even so, he did not 
have an enviable position. Some probably thought Jefferson Davis placed 
too much confidence in Johnston, but the fact was that perhaps no one could 
emerge victorious from the situation Davis had entrusted to his friend.*! 


The transition from fall to winter of 1861 was an exciting time in the Con- 
federacy as indications of intervention from Great Britain over the Trent at- 
fair fueled hopes for a quick victory. As time would tell, however, there were 
significant problems developing, especially in the west and particularly at 
the twin rivers. Although the Federals as yet had no firm plans to strike at the 
forts, they would nevertheless become the focal points on this four-hundred- 
mile-long Confederate defensive line in the west. Amazingly, even as John- 
ston and his commanders showed concern about strategic operations in the 
theater, they showed a remarkable lack of concern over the individual forts 
and the critical rivers they defended.” 

A new Confederate commander for the forts arriving in late November 
did not help. Brigadier General Lloyd Tilghman, a Kentuckian from nearby 
Paducah, had been busily organizing his state’s troops into brigades and had 
worm himself down physically to the point that he was not in good health 
when he assumed command at Forts Henry and Donelson. “I was not in the 
best condition,” he related, “so late as December 15.” What he had to work 
with was just as weak. Fort Henry had a meager six smoothbore 32-pounders 
and a 6-inch rifle. At Donelson, Tilghman found “at my disposal six undis- 
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ciplined companies of infantry, with an unorganized light battery, while a 
small water battery of two light guns constituted the available river defense.” 
Despite the lack of resources, Tilghman did what he could with what he had, 
keeping a wary eye to the north for smoke that would indicate a possible 
Federal river advance.” 

Several other factors also made these forts more vulnerable than the rest of 
the line. The garrisons manning them throughout the summer and even into 
the fall were certainly smaller than the other major bastions on the defensive 
line. Tilghman worked hard to man his forts, but as the new year approached 
only a few regiments were stationed there, including the 10th Tennessee and 
Ath Mississippi at Fort Henry. At Fort Donelson were three regiments, the 
30th, 49th, and 50th Tennessee, as well as Maney’s Tennessee Battery. Unfor- 
tunately, Tilghman was not always well liked even among these few troops. 
Wesley Dorris of the 30th Tennessee, garrisoning Fort Donelson, wrote: 
“General Tilman issues orders prohibiting female visitors Gross humaity an- 
other is issued from him that no one is be furlowed home dead or alive before 
the 8th of January 1862.” Another 30th Tennessee soldier wrote, “General 
Thilman is our Brigade officer yet but we want to get rid of him very bad but 
do not see any chance.” As time went on, Tilghman even had troubles with 
the colonels; George W. Stacker of the 50th Tennessee resigned in protest, 
leaving the regiment to Cyrus A. Sugg; Colonel John W. Head of the 30th 
Tennessee threatened to resign as well. Colonel James Bailey of the 49th Ten- 
nessee tried to play peacemaker and succeeded in talking Head into staying: 
[I] feel that I have done some good in restoring harmony to other regiments 
here,” Bailey wrote his wife.“ 

Other problems continued as well. The forts’ static positions likely doomed 
them to being flanked or turned, as any landward force could encircle them 
rapidly and starve them out. That could also be done at Columbus and at 
Bowling Green, but those areas had much larger garrisons, which effectively 
proved to be mobile armies that could meet threats to the flanks. Perhaps 
most significant, the twin rivers sat at the junction of two districts or cordons 
of defense, so there was little coordination as to who actually oversaw them 
and who was responsible to see that they were developed properly or were 
reinforced in an emergency. Polk at Columbus had control, but he informed 
Johnston that “the difficulty of communicating as rapidly as the exigencies 
of the service required, through the circuitous route to Columbus, made it 
expedient for him [Tilghman] to place himself in direct communication to the 
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general headquarters.” As a result, command decisions fell to the larger de- 
partmental commander Johnston, who at best should not have had to control 
smaller entities such as this. Besides, he was far more interested in defending 
Bowling Green, where he expected the major attack to fall. 

Another part of the problem was the result of not finding enough labor 
to work on the forts. Johnston’s chief engineer, Jeremy F. Gilmer, was in 
charge but the work was actually done under Lieutenant Joseph Dixon. But 
Dixon and Tilghman were at odds over a number of issues, including where 
to fortify and how to get laborers. Soldiers were deemed one source, but 
there was also a need to use slaves, which local planters were not willing to 
provide. Then there was the issue of slaves and soldiers working alongside 
one another, something white soldiers found unacceptable. Gilmer, in fact, 
reported, “I do not think that the labor of troops and slaves can be combined 
to any advantage.” Another issue developed over unity of command. Gilmer, 
Dixon, and a civilian engineer, Charles Hayden, who was a captain in the 
Tennessee state army, all worked on the defenses, as did civil engineer T. J. 
Glenn, who was building an obstruction across the river. These men received 
different orders from the various general officers, particularly Tilghman and 
Gideon Pillow, who had been sent to command the Clarksville depot. Gilmer 
logically asked Johnston to make him the “channel through which you and all 
others engaged in the direction and construction of defenses in the Western 
Department shall receive their instructions.” He again had to ask for clarifica- 
tion when Tilghman ordered Glenn to cease work on the obstruction in the 
Cumberland River and concentrate on the Donelson defenses. Gilmer ordered 
Glenn to resume work and complained to Johnston, “it will be impossible for 
me to rely upon any work being done properly if each subordinate brigadier- 
general be allowed to suspend operations ordered by me.’”*® 

For all these reasons, work on Forts Henry and Donelson and troop strength 
to man them lagged woefully behind the other major defensive positions 
on the Confederate line. At Fort Donelson, for instance, work progressed 
through the fall and into winter, but it was certainly not with any sense of 
urgency. “We have all been enjoying ourselves here and almost doing as we 
pleased for near three months,’ wrote a member of the 49th Tennessee in 
November. Dixon only concentrated his efforts there in November, build- 
ing a “new battery” on the Cumberland River and preparing to place guns 
there in late November. The garrison apparently later moved the guns, as 
one writer described it, because “our cannon have been put in better position 
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than they formerly occupied.” Dixon also established “a little work” nearer 
the encampment and placed two cannon there. Still, it was difficult to obtain 
additional cannon for the forts. Gilmer noted in late November that he was 
sending “at least one more 32 pounder gun . . . —if possible, two more.” He 
also issued a requisition order later in the month for four 8-inch columbiads 
and four 32-pounders. All the while, those stationed there were versed in their 
importance, Albert Sidney Johnston’s staff officer Edward W. Munford drill- 
ing into H.S. Bedford, commanding some of the artillerymen, the importance 
of the place: “the Cumberland River cut his rear, and the occupation of Bowl- 
ing Green was dependent upon the proper guarding of that stream.’*’ 

Problems also abounded at Fort Henry. In fact, Dixon could do but little 
at Fort Donelson because he was often ordered to the Tennessee River. Fort 
Henry was obviously placed too low and was susceptible to flooding, but it 
was the best-available position when the decision had been made. Now com- 
plicating matters further, a new plan to fortify the opposite and much higher 
bank of the river emerged. On November 20, Dixon was ordered to establish 
what would become known as Fort Heiman. Tilghman agreed wholeheart- 
edly, writing Johnston that “the absolute necessity of our occupying an emi- 
nence on the opposite side of the river from Fort Henry involves not only 
the erection of a small field work there, with several heavy guns, but also 
the occupation of an advanced point with a small force, aided by a field bat- 
tery.” Engineer Gilmer was not so sure, writing, “of course, no guns designed 
for fire upon the river will be placed so high,” and characterized the role of 
Heiman as “to prevent our enemy from occupying ground dangerous to Fort 
Henry.” He noted, “field guns will probably be sufficient for the armament, 
with proper provision for using the musket and rifle.” 

Other problems continued as well. The river’s rises and falls made con- 
struction difficult, and the low level of the gun positions made almost any 
work futile. Gilmer sent guns there in late November anyway, including four 
32-pounders and four additional heavy weapons “with platforms, chassis, and 
carriages complete, and 50 rounds of ammunition.” What Gilmer thought a 
grand total of fifty rounds would stop is not clear.” 

Despite the lack of armament, Fort Henry seemed to be the key fortifica- 
tion in Confederate minds. Losing Fort Donelson would be disastrous but 
it would net the enemy lesser gains than operating on the Tennessee River. 
Certainly the fate of Nashville stood on Donelson’s shoulders, and perhaps so 
did the fate of Hardee’s force north of Nashville and the Cumberland River. 
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However, the waterway made only a slight bend into the Confederate heart- 
land before curving back east and northward into Kentucky once more. Con- 
sequently, a penetration along the Cumberland watershed would definitely 
reap Federal benefits, but these would be limited when compared to poten- 
tial operations on the Tennessee River. That waterway made a much deeper 
curve, all the way into the lower cotton states. Movement along the Tennessee 
watershed would place Federal troops into the deep South states of Missis- 
sippi and Alabama, certainly a more substantial proposition than operations 
on the Cumberland.° 

Therein lay the concern for the Confederates, because Fort Henry was in 
no shape or form capable of withstanding an immediate attack. Many Con- 
federates recognized the situation, including Tilghman, who wrote Johnston 
in late November: “I have completed a thorough examination of Henry and 
Donelson and do not admire the aspect of things.” He noted that he “must 
have more heavy guns for both places at once,’ and he also needed small 
arms for a thousand unarmed troops. He concluded, “I feel for the first time 
discouraged, but will not give up.” If Tilghman was discouraged, the inhab- 
itants of the Tennessee Valley could only be described as being in a panic. 
Logically, they were mostly those who had a direct stake in the defense of 
northern Tennessee. The citizens of Florence, Alabama, and the northern part 
of the state, for example, were astonished at the lack of defense, knowing full 
well that besides Fort Henry, there was nothing else between the Federals and 
them. They wrote letters and even sent delegations to find out just how well 
defended the rivers were and to lobby for more protection. All Gideon Pillow 
could tell them in late November: “in regard to the question, Do I consider the 
Tennessee River safe, I answer unhesitatingly that I do not.” He expounded 
on why: “the work at Fort Henry is as good as we could construct in the time 
allowed for it and the means at our hands; but we have received but little as- 
sistance from any quarter in the construction of the works on the Mississippi, 
Tennessee, and Cumberland, except from Tennessee, and in guns.” He took 
the opportunity to lecture the Alabamians on the need for that state to help in 
the preparations, “thus allowing her to hold the keys of the gate-way into her 
own territory.””’ 

Another factor in that lack of help came at the very top spot. Despite being 
lauded as the west’s savior, Johnston was having trouble viewing where his 
greatest threat lay. He called for additional troops from Alabama, Tennes- 
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see, and Mississippi, but these states were unable to send much at all; “the 
response has not been such as the emergency demands,” Johnston reported 
on Christmas Eve. Governor John J. Pettus of Mississippi provided the most 
help, but it was only in the form of two small, untrained, and unarmed militia 
brigades for sixty days. It was certainly not what Johnston was looking for, 
but he was able to send one of the motley brigades under Reuben Davis to 
Bowling Green and the other under James L. Alcorn to Camp Beauregard, 
between Columbus and Fort Henry. This movement allowed Johnston to take 
John S. Bowen’s regular brigade from there to Bowling Green, the place he 
feared for the most. Johnston also managed to acquire several regiments from 
Mansfield Lovell defending New Orleans, including the 13th Louisiana and 
3rd Mississippi. In one of the best renditions of Davis’s geographic defense, 
Lovell asked that these troops be sent back as soon as the crisis passed, as 
“we cannot tell at what hour the enemy may appear off the mouth of our 
rivers and bayous.” Other troops were likewise ordered from Virginia under 
John B. Floyd, including a brigade of four Virginia regiments and the 20th 
Mississippi.” 

Besides trying to obtain more men, Johnston displayed a severe lack of con- 
cern for the twin rivers, even after the bungling Gideon Pillow on December 
11 accurately informed him that the enemy “will use their large water power 
to capture Fort Henry and pass up and take possession of Tennessee bridge 
and separate your command and General Polk’s.” Apparently, this warning 
did not register in Bowling Green. In addition to the lack of arms, pay, and 
supplies, and a host of other problems, Johnston just did not recognize the 
weakest link in his line. In all of Johnston’s correspondence from November 
onward, he always dwelled on the threats to Columbus and Bowling Green 
and hardly if ever mentioned any concern for Forts Henry or Donelson. In late 
November, for example, he wrote Benjamin, “we are making every possible 
effort to meet the force which the enemy will soon array against us, both on 
this line [Bowling Green] and at Columbus.” On Christmas Eve, Johnston 
wrote that “a decisive battle will probably be fought on this line [Bowling 
Green].” Historian Benjamin F. Cooling has asserted quite correctly that “it 
took only ninety days for Albert Sidney Johnston to descend from theater to 
district commander.” Moreover, the disposition of weaponry throughout the 
department told the same story. At the same time that Tilghman was begging 
for just four large guns for each fort, Columbus contained 142 guns and the 
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engineer at Fort Pillow on the Mississippi River above Memphis reported that 
he had fifty-eight 32-pounders at the fort, all but one mounted and ready for 
action.” 

So, the stage was set for a major disaster should the Federals capitalize 
on the weakest link in Johnston’s chain. Although few if any knew such op- 
erations would eventually develop, all Confederate officers should have at 
least been cognizant that the possibilities were real and that stricter defensive 
measures were needed. The Confederate authorities, however, still insisted 
on a geographical defense of manning entire sections of the South whether 
threatened or not, leaving the most vulnerable areas less defended. Such tun- 
nel vision was extremely dangerous as the Federals began to work through 
their own problems and ultimately found perhaps the only man who was will- 
ing to capitalize on such a grand opportunity. 


2 


“You Have No IDEA How MucH Work 





Is REQUIRED TO IMPROVISE” 


A foreboding feeling settled over Washington, DC, on New Years Day 1862 
as Abraham Lincoln confronted just as many difficult issues, and perhaps 
even more, than his enemies to the south in Richmond. For any advantages 
he may have held at the beginning, the US military had pitifully little to show 
for several months of labor. Those on both sides who had forecasted a three- 
month war were obviously wrong, and it seemed that the longer the conflict 
went on, the more the pendulum would swing toward the Confederacy. Es- 
sentially, that is the way the United States itself had beaten England twice, 
by waiting the enemy out and refusing to give in until the British did. As the 
war dragged on and on, now into a second year, Lincoln had reason to worry.’ 

In some respects, Lincoln had a harder job than Davis. He had a fully func- 
tioning political party system that needed to be coordinated and led. Some 
wanted preservation of the Union, others wanted the abolition of slavery, and 
still others wanted to let the South go. Lincoln stood in the middle of it all, 
trying to hold the political system together for the sake of the Union. On the 
military front, and particularly out west, Lincoln also had additional factors 
to consider. If Jefferson Davis and Isham Harris and the many other Southern 
governors could rely on fixed fortifications, whether they were competent 
or not, Lincoln had to have movable striking potential that could engage at 
differing spots. As most of the Confederate land fortifications sat on trans- 
portation routes such as the various rivers and railways, Lincoln obviously 
needed mobile armies that could march to and encircle, turn, or cut off those 
fortifications. Unfortunately, large bodies of men were not accustomed to 
working together in tandem, and neither were their officers. Armies were 
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already much larger than those seen in earlier wars, and the commanding gen- 
erals of this war were primarily lower-level staff and company officers in the 
Mexican War, where they did not necessarily concern themselves with large 
troop coordination. Consequently, these large bodies of men would have to 
be thoroughly trained and given experience to be able to tackle these enemy 
defensive fortifications and the garrisons that defended them.’ 

The fact that many of the Confederate fortifications sat on rivers added an- 
other degree of difficulty. Not only landward military units would be needed, 
but so also would a vast and efficient naval force. Because there had never 
been a need for internal naval power, however, all existing naval thinking 
pointed toward defending America’s external coastal areas. As a result, Lin- 
coln had nothing at the beginning of the war that could operate powerfully on 
the western rivers. Naval and army officers had to arm merchant ships while 
the lengthy and problem-prone process of building new riverine warships 
went on. Then, a similar amount of training and experience would be needed 
for these boats to operate efficiently.’ 

Furthermore, if offensive ability gave Lincoln’s generals and naval com- 
manders options as to where and when to strike, it also necessitated that they 
be able to move large bodies of men, animals, and ships, as well as the sup- 
plies that supported all three. The logistical needs of armies even this early in 
the war were enormous, as men needed food, shelter, and ammunition, horses 
and mules needed oats and fodder, and the riverine vessels and locomotives 
needed vast amounts of coal and wood. Just getting to the battlefield in effec- 
tive shape was an ordeal in and of itself.’ 

Most significantly, Lincoln also faced the need to conquer, although this 
fact was not fully realized until later in the war. The South had time on its 
side because the longer the war went on, the more the Northern public would 
grow weary. It had happened before, so Davis settled on a defensive offensive 
mindset, wherein all he had to do was defend his territory, not conquer the 
enemy’s. So emerged the garrisoning of almost the entire South in a defensive 
posture that would only turn offensive on the local operational or even tacti- 
cal level when a good opportunity presented itself. In essence, Davis could in 
all likelihood win the war by not losing it. On the other hand, for him to win 
the war, Lincoln had to conquer the South to the point of surrender. Therefore, 
Lincoln’s military needed that effectiveness, training, and cohesion to operate 
in enemy territory against substantial defenders that could occasionally throw 
offensive jabs against them. It was a hard task to be sure, and it would take 
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time. Unfortunately, Lincoln did not want to give his commanders much of 
the latter.’ 


One of the biggest concerns Lincoln faced was with his commanders. His- 
torians are adept at describing the turnover in command that occurred in the 
east, where the president sought a competent commander to lead the Army of 
the Potomac to victory in Virginia. He went through several generals, George 
B. McClellan twice, but he only found someone who could bring the war to a 
close after three years of the conflict. In fact, Lincoln also had the same issues 
out west, and the departments that corresponded to Albert Sidney Johnston’s 
western theater command also saw an almost continual revolving door of 
commanders in the fall of 1861. To make matters worse, Lincoln initially 
insisted on dividing the western control, thereby losing all aspects of unity 
of command.° 

Lincoln was obviously no trained military theoretician, but common sense 
dictated that the western command needed to be placed under one general, 
or else cohesion would be lost if two or more local commanders were not in 
harmony. In fact, Lincoln would quickly see the error of his ways and even- 
tually place the western command under one general, but throughout 1861 
and into March 1862, the area between the Appalachian Mountains and the 
Mississippi River was divided. As a result, for nearly a year the Union forces 
in the west produced few positive results.’ 

The westernmost of these districts straddling the Mississippi River saw 
several changes, some militarily oriented but most the result of politics. The 
initial commander was the Pathfinder of the West, John C. Fremont, who was 
put in charge of the Department of the West in July 1861. He was a luminary 
from the Mexican War, during which he had led expeditions to California 
and elsewhere. He gained much of his political clout when he married well — 
Jessie Benton, the vivacious daughter of Missouri’s longtime senator Thomas 
Hart Benton. Fremont proved himself to be such a celebrity that he acquired 
the 1856 Republican presidential nomination. Fremont was thus a natural fit 
for the Mississippi River command, or so Lincoln thought. He had military 
experience, was well known in the Mississippi Valley, and knew how to get 
things done.® 

Unfortunately for Lincoln, Fremont was almost too much of a luminary 
and began to act as if he were the president. In addition, Fremont soon had 
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multiple charges against him, including waste, bribery, and graft. Quarter- 
master General Montgomery Meigs wrote of some of the minor infractions: 
“the Department is embarrassed by the action of the commanding general 
in ordering so many mortar rafts, tugs, and altered boats in addition to those 
contracted for by this Department.” Most troublesome, Fremont also caused 
a major problem in late 1861 when he declared martial law in Missouri and 
stated that slaves of rebellious owners were free. Lincoln agreed in prin- 
ciple, but the timing for such emancipation was far too early in the war. The 
president, much as with his concerns over Kentucky, feared that such an edict 
would tip Missouri over to the Confederacy. Lincoln rescinded Fremont’s 
original order and then relieved him, ultimately sending Fremont to a com- 
mand in Virginia where he tangled unsuccessfully with Stonewall Jackson in 
the Shenandoah Valley.’ 

To replace the politically overactive Fremont, Lincoln selected a thor- 
oughly military officer—perhaps the foremost military thinker of the day in 
America. Henry W. Halleck had translated Jomini and written his own text in 
1846, Elements of Military Art and Science. He was very much a thinker, even 
being awarded an honorary membership in the Bay State Literary Institute in 
Boston during this time. Although Halleck would certainly not be immune to 
politics in his department, Lincoln figured he would likely have little of the 
compulsion that Fremont had to think he was superior to the president. Con- 
sequently, Halleck took command of the Department of the Missouri on No- 
vember 19, which included Missouri, Iowa, Minnesota, Wisconsin, Ilinois, 
Arkansas, and “that portion of Kentucky west of the Cumberland River.” 

While Halleck took over operations in the Mississippi Valley, logically 
directing the armies on both sides of the river, the Department of the Ohio 
was more problematic. Running from Halleck’s domain ending at the Cum- 
berland River eastward to the mountains, this area also saw a revolving door 
of commanders. First to command there was Robert Anderson of Fort Sumter 
fame, taking the position in May 1861. Anderson quickly ran afoul of Lin- 
coln’s desires in the west, but Lincoln had to tread lightly with the national 
hero. Failing health also played into the decision to change commanders, and 
Anderson gave way in October.'! 

Replacing him was one of the truly colorful and important characters of 
the war, William T. Sherman. The Ohioan had made a name for himself as an 
old army officer and prewar educator in Louisiana. It did not hurt him that his 
brother John was a powerful US senator and his father-in-law was the influ- 
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ential Whig politician Thomas Ewing. Sherman had commanded a brigade at 
Bull Run and then took command of the Kentucky department in October, but 
his tenure was anything but smooth. Always one to speak his mind, Sherman 
flatly stated that it would take years and several hundred thousand men to 
clear the Mississippi Valley of Confederates. Newspapers labeled him crazy, 
and a nervousness bordering on a breakdown did not reassure his superiors. 
Falsely labeled insane, Sherman nevertheless asked to be relieved of his com- 
mand in November.'” 

Lincoln finally found an able if lethargic commander for the department 
in Don Carlos Buell. One of the many lower-level officers who had learned 
his trade in Mexico with Winfield Scott and Zachary Taylor, Buell served in 
Virginia early in the war but then took command at Louisville, Kentucky, in 
November. There, he surveyed the best options for advance into the Confed- 
eracy, Lincoln firmly pushing him toward his favored east Tennessee route. 
Buell balked at the harsh mountainous terrain and desired instead to move 
overland toward Nashville. Over time, commanding general George B. Mc- 
Clellan firmly explained his and the president’s desires, writing, “the object 
to be gained is to cut the communication between the Mississippi Valley and 
Eastern Virginia; to protect our Union friends in Tennessee, and re-establish 
the Government of the Union in the eastern portion of that State.” Even so, 
Buell would have none of it. He saw his first duty as organizing what he con- 
sidered to be the rabble that he had inherited in his command. He complained 
that the governor of Ohio, William Dennison, “evidently looks upon all Ohio 
troops as his army” and that “every colonel and brigadier general has his 
personal establishment or army.” He so wrote McClellan in late November, 
“without abandoning any line, I am concentrating somewhat for the purpose 
of organization and outfit.” Looking down on his enemy, Buell said that “as 
for his attacking, though I do not intend to be unprepared for him, yet I should 
almost as soon expect to see the Army of the Potomac marching up the road.” 
As aresult, Buell did little of anything, which would become his trademark 
throughout his career.” 

The Union west thus had two commanders instead of the unified com- 
mand of Johnston’s Confederate department. It was a recipe for disaster, if 
the Confederates could exploit it, but they were weaker and content to remain 
on the defensive. This command division nevertheless limited and thwarted 
Federal advances into the Confederacy throughout late 1861 and into early 
1862. Halleck and Buell discussed operations with McClellan in Washington, 
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but neither seemed willing to support the other, fearing the other would gain 
all the glory. Their superior McClellan was in Washington, far away from 
the western expanses, and his attention was primarily on his other duty, as 
commander of the Army of the Potomac. The stalled Union armies in the 
west might have made major gains against such a gaunt Confederate line, but 
McClellan seemed content to referee between Halleck and Buell and put the 
majority of his energy into his own Virginia theater. The result was limited 
movement in the west for the entirety of 1861." 

The lethargy actually went deeper than just Halleck and Buell. Subordi- 
nates tended to assume the stances of their superiors, and those under Halleck 
and Buell reflected their timid and careful approach to breaking the Confeder- 
ate defensive line in the west and then invading the Confederacy. Left practi- 
cally on their own, these western commanders were loathe to take on any more 
authority than their timid bosses expected of them. As a result, only small and 
relatively insignificant engagements occurred in Kentucky and Missouri in 
the summer and fall of 1861. In reality, the Federals simply gained control of 
unoccupied portions of Kentucky that lay north of Johnston’s main Confed- 
erate defensive line, meeting only roving portions of Confederate defenders. 
The lack of any major engagements demonstrated the lack of will among both 
Confederate and Union commanders, whether departmental or lower-level 
district officers, to go out on a limb and attack. Still in the process of organiz- 
ing their forces, bringing new units into the armies, and gathering supplies, 
few wanted to embark on a major campaign this early.’° 

While such limited action took place, Lincoln became more and more im- 
patient, looking for someone, anyone, to demonstrate aggressiveness against 
the enemy. 


As Federal army commanders organized their forces and probed the deter- 
mined if thin Confederate defensive line, they recognized that another factor 
would be needed in the coming military operations. The western Confederacy 
was so well endowed with rivers that naval forces would certainly have to 
play a role in the coming war. The Mississippi River obviously drained two- 
thirds of the continent, and Iowa and [Illinois wheat and corn farmers were 
just as dependent on the river as Mississippi and Louisiana cotton plantation 
owners. The river’s many tributaries, such as the Ohio, Missouri, and Red 
rivers, and their numerous tributaries such as the Tennessee and Cumberland 
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rivers in Tennessee, offered far greater reach for steamboats and travelers as 
well as farmers selling their crops than ever before. Although railroads had 
by 1860 bonded the nation together with east and west lines, the rivers were 
still important for intracontinental commerce and travel, particularly west of 
the Appalachian Mountains." 

The railroads quickly became important in terms of shipping men, sup- 
plies, and ammunition, but the rivers likewise were important transportation 
arteries of men and supplies. In fact, as Johnston created his defensive line 
across the western Confederacy, the primary defenses sat on rivers simply 
because there was only one railroad that connected with the larger network 
in the South, which crossed out of the four-hundred-mile defensive perimeter 
into Northern territory. That was the Louisville and Nashville, and Johnston 
placed a critical portion of his available force to guard that transportation 
route. At the same time, three large rivers crossed the same defensive pe- 
rimeter, forcing the Confederates to establish earthen fortifications to defend 
the Confederate heartland. As a result, river travel was more important in the 
western military construct than even railroads, at least in terms of approaches 
the Federals could use to break Johnston’s line." 

Consequently, it was clear that naval warfare would play a major role in 
the future. Both sides therefore began to build gunboats, the South lagging far 
behind because of a lack of shipyards and factories to produce the machinery 
needed for these vessels. When the idea emerged of arming these boats with 
iron, the Confederacy found itself even more limited. Yet, numerous ironclad 
gunboats were being planned, although it was a slow process as the South had 
to blaze a trail seldom trod prior to the war.'® 

Just because the majority of the shipyards capable of producing riverboats 
were along the rivers in the North did not mean that the Union had that much 
of a head start. It would be early 1862 by the time the Federal war machine 
was able to put a large fleet of gunboats on the rivers. Meanwhile, the initial 
burst of naval energy came from Captain John Rogers, who after discus- 
sions with naval constructor Samuel Pook somewhat rashly bought three 
river steamers at Cincinnati and outfitted them with guns. The total price was 
good, well under the worth of the boats, but times were hard for owners. “Af- 
ter mature reflection and consultation with my friends,” wrote Daniel Collier, 
“IT agreed to sell the boat [7yler]. The price I considered under the value, but 
in view of the condition of affairs at the time I thought it prudent to sell.” 
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Despite the good price, Secretary of the Navy Gideon Welles chastised Rog- 
ers, reminding him that the army was the branch with purchasing ability and 
thus all purchases had to come from them. McClellan soon gave his consent, 
however, writing Rogers in June to “use your own judgment in carrying out 
the ends of government. Spare no effort to accomplish the object in view with 
the least possible delay.” With no armor, these vessels soon became known as 
timberclads because “bulwarks of oak plank 5 inches think” were placed on 
the sides to enclose the decks, that being, Rogers reported, “[what] I found 
by experiment a sufficient guard against small arms.” The boilers were also 
dropped into the holds for protection, and “the steam pipes were lowered as 
far as possible.” The decks were also strengthened with beams to support the 
heavy guns. These three boats, the Tyler, Conestoga, and the brand new Lex- 
ington, one inspector calling the latter “‘a No. | boat,” carried seven, four, and 
six guns, respectively, and were in service by June, although the first steam- 
boat, known prior to the transfer as the civilian A. O. Tyler, had been fired 
upon near Vicksburg by excited Mississippi cannoneers immediately after the 
secession of that state in January 1861. The boat was not hit and ironically 
went on to be one of the first vessels to combat the Confederacy. Until more 
formidable gunboats could be had, however, these three carried the war to the 
enemy on the western rivers that summer and fall.” 

Rogers also had additional concerns besides fitting the boats for military 
service. While the army purchased the vessels and had control over them, 
they were to be armed and crewed by navy men. Rogers therefore had to 
assemble crews for the ships, which was no easy task with most volunteers 
going into the army; there was also competition for crews from the Atlantic 
fleet, Secretary Welles, who was thoroughly preoccupied with the blockade, 
telling Rogers, “you will, therefore, have to obtain your men from the West.” 
Likewise, Rogers had to have knowledgeable pilots who were familiar with 
the western rivers: “the management of these engines in the muddy waters of 
the Mississippi requires a peculiar experience, which it is cheaper to employ 
than to teach,” Rogers wrote. He also had to acquire armament for the gun- 
boats, which he did from army arsenals. The cooperation between the two 
branches was not always smooth because of so much bureaucracy, but Welles 
and his counterpart in the War Department, Simon Cameron, tried their best, 
Welles writing, “nor must the two branches of service become complicated 
and embarrassed by separate action.” Moreover, Rogers soon found defects 
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with the new upgrades on the vessels and had to send the gunboats periodi- 
cally to shipyards for repair. He wrote in July that the original work on the 
three “is more like the work of Irish laborers than of mechanics.””° 

Even so, the three boats were in Cairo by mid-August, and Lieutenant Seth 
Ledyard Phelps soon took command of the flotilla. The boats immediately 
became engaged, chasing a couple of Confederate vessels near New Madrid, 
although Phelps wisely called off the chase: “I did not think it advisable to 
risk encountering batteries at that point with the condition of the gunboats, 
and therefore turned back.” In fact, Phelps frequently challenged enemy posi- 
tions but rarely if ever got into a firefight that could deny the meager naval 
arm one of its only assets. Gideon Pillow at Columbus accordingly noted 
in late November, “the enemy’s gunboats came down to-day, made a grand 
flourish, but did not come within reach of our guns.” At times, Phelps and 
his timberclads also ventured into the Tennessee and Cumberland rivers, one 
Clarksville newspaper reporting one such incident when three Union sailors 
were found dead in a cornfield: “it is supposed they were caught stealing corn 
and shot by some of the citizens who did not recognize their right to depredate 
upon private property.” Phelps particularly investigated the Confederate forts 
on the twin rivers, taking the Conestoga up the Tennessee in mid-October and 
reporting that he “ascended the Tennessee River to near Fort Henry, where we 
lay overnight. The next morning I examined the fort carefully at a distance 
of from 2 to 2 1/2 miles, the rebels not opening fire upon us.” He wrongly 
reported Fort Henry to be “quite an extensive work and armed with heavy 
guns, mounted en barbette, and garrisoned by a considerable force.” He also 
heard that the enemy was building three ironclads above the fort. On the same 
voyage, Phelps went up the Cumberland some sixty miles until stopped by 
a shoal near Eddyville, where the enemy had sunk several coal barges filled 
with stones. He did find, however, that “it was reported the rebels were build- 
ing a battery below the town.” Phelps delivered all his information to the 
army commander at Paducah, who sent it up the chain of command. He was 
unable to find out much more about the forts on later cruises, in December 
reporting, for example, “I could not verify this report, as the afternoon was 
rainy and misty when we were there, and at any time it can not be examined 
without engaging it, as it can only be seen at a distance of 1 mile.””*! 

The Union high command was obviously not content with three small 
wooden boats and set their sights on larger and more powerful vessels. The 
same ideas were present in Washington, and the result was the collaboration 
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of the army and private officials, mainly Quartermaster General Montgom- 
ery Meigs with Samuel Pook and James B. Eads, both well-known maritime 
designers. They produced was a series of seven ironclad gunboats, known as 
city-class vessels, carrying the names of cities located on the inland rivers: 
St. Louis (name later changed to the Baron de Kalb), Carondelet, Cincinnati, 
Louisville, Mound City, Pittsburgh, and Cairo. These gunboats had thirteen 
mounted guns each, three in the bow, four on each side, and two in the stern, 
plus an added howitzer on the deck to make fourteen in total. Each boat was 
175 feet long and fifty-one feet wide, with a 512-ton displacement. A crew of 
175 was housed inside a casemate of two-and-a-half-inch-thick iron on the 
sides and somewhat below the waterline. These were powerful machines, if a 
little slow, especially against the current of a fast-moving river, and they were 
not totally indestructible. Not every inch of the boats was covered with iron, 
because this would have made them far too heavy; only the most critical ar- 
eas of boilers, engines, and paddle wheels were inside the armored casemate. 
Significantly, the decks were still wood, which allowed a plunging fire from a 
higher enemy battery to fire down onto the vessels and cause major damage.” 

Other boats also became part of this naval force, including two other con- 
verted steamboats that John C. Fremont bought while still in command. A 
much larger Eads-owned vessel became the sixteen-gun ironclad Benton, 
which one naval commander commented was “worth any three of the new 
gunboats” despite the fact that the boat was slow and needed the engines 
replaced to provide more power. Likewise, a former snag boat became the 
five-gun Essex. This ironclad, in fact, was the first to enter service in early 
October and was sent to Paducah to counter the alleged Confederate gun- 
boats being built up the Tennessee River. In addition, some thirty-eight mor- 
tar boats towed by steamboats were devised, built to bombard fortifications 
from far away. A huge array of merchant ships and barges were also rented 
or otherwise acquired to transport troops, ammunition, supplies, forage, and 
coal for the fleet. This was all a major undertaking, and it was a slow process. 
One naval official described the chaos: “the service on the Western rivers 
was anomalous. The officers of the Navy in charge of the vessels being trans- 
ferred, for the time being, to act under the general directions of the War De- 
partment, with the want of navy-yard facilities, and having but a single navy 
officer to each vessel, superadded to the want of navy equipments and stores, 
especially in the ordnance department, rendered the building and equipment 
of the flotilla a work of almost insuperable difficulty.” 
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The difficulty of building and gathering crews for such a fleet in such 
a short period of time was indeed mind-boggling. “You have no idea how 
much work is required to improvise, as we are doing, a navy here, with our 
limited means,” wrote one naval officer. In fact, the timber that would go into 
the ironclads was still growing in the forests when Eads signed the contracts 
for the gunboats in August 1861. The agreement called for the boats to be 
delivered in October, a massive gamble for Eads. He went to work with a 
will, however, subcontracting with sawmills, rolling mills, and railroads to 
produce and get the parts to the shipyards where they would be assembled. 
Even that caused problems, because there was no shipyard that could build 
all seven boats at one time. As a result, four (Carondelet, St. Louis, Louisville, 
and Pittsburg), plus the overhaul of the Benton, were built at Carondelet, I- 
linois, (just south of St. Louis) and the other three (Mound City, Cincinnati, 
and Cairo) at Mound City, Illinois. Eads missed his October deadline, but 
in what was nevertheless a remarkable engineering feat, he began delivery 
of the seven ironclads in late October and all were receiving their guns and 
crews over the winter months. It was the birth of the Union naval fleet that 
would take the war to the Confederate heartland via the rivers.” 

The gunboats accordingly began to enter service in December 1861 and 
January 1862, first as stationary bases while still under the contractors. All 
four from Carondelet (as well as twenty mortar boats) arrived at Cairo by 
mid-December, though low river stages were a concern. The St. Louis and 
Essex were quickly armed and used as defenses at Cairo while all the boats 
were held for inspection by a five-man board made up of three army officers 
and two naval officers.” 

Even though progress was being made on the boats themselves, there was 
also the problem of command. John Rogers was apparently not the man to 
lead this effort. He had raised the ire of the Navy Department, and Fremont 
was not happy with him either, writing fellow Missourian Montgomery Blair 
in August: “it would subserve the public interest if Commander John Rogers 
were removed and an officer directed to report to me to have command of 
the operations on the Mississippi. Show this to President.” New faces soon 
arrived in the west to replace Rogers, who was not happy at all about leav- 
ing the scene of his hard work just when it was about to bear fruit. He wrote 
Welles a scathing letter: “when the plant thus watered and cultivated gives 
its first prematurely ripe fruit, the crop is turned over to another with cold 
words.” Welles responded that “the Department has received and read with 
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much interest your letter,’ assuring him that the government had every con- 
fidence in him. Despite such assurance, he was transferred elsewhere.”° 

New faces were indeed soon in command. One was Commander Henry 
Walke, who because of rank soon took command of the three gunboats from 
Phelps, who reverted to command of just the Conestoga. By far, the major 
new player was Captain Andrew H. Foote, who was then serving at the New 
York Navy Yard but was promoted and ordered to “take command of the na- 
val operations upon the Western waters, now organizing under the direction 
of the War Department.” That in itself should have alerted Foote to the odd- 
ity of the command he was entering, but Welles assured him: “the Western 
movement is of the greatest importance, and the Department assigns you to 
this duty, having full confidence in your zeal, fidelity, and judgment.” Perhaps 
with that in mind, Foote assumed command on September 6 and immedi- 
ately took up for Rogers: “he deserves great credit for what he has done, and 
his labors have been hard.” The highly religious Foote also began, over the 
course of the next few months, to issue general orders that prohibited drink- 
ing, nonobservance of Sunday, and “profane swearing.’’*’ 

Foote had to worry about his own job as well. He informed the Navy 
Department that he needed to be given flag rank so he could deal equally 
with high-ranking army officers. “The Army say I rank only with a lieuten- 
ant-colonel, and in one instance a colonel ordered a gunboat to go with his 
regiment on a certain duty.” He requested flag rank, writing, “if I am not 
considered eligible to that position, that an older officer of that rank be sent 
out immediately and I transferred to serve correspondingly to my rank in the 
Southern Atlantic Expedition or Atlantic Blockading Squadron.” Fortunately 
for Foote, he was appointed flag officer on November 13, and he immediately 
began to push to end the delay with Eads’s boats. Foote informed Washington 
in early November, “still the boats are not ready, and I am nervously anxious 
about them.” He also wrote the contractors, “you will use every dispatch in 
completing the gunboats.” Washington was not happy either. “We relied upon 
the naval constructor who modeled these gunboats,’ Meigs wrote Foote, “I 
still hope he has not blundered.” Gustavus Fox similarly wrote, “I suppose if 
they barely float they may do, unless they draw too much water. It will be a 
blow upon the Navy if they fail.” 

By late December, the boats were receiving their guns and other equip- 
ment, and the only thing left to obtain was crews to man them. In transferring 
to one of the gunboats, Commander Walke desired to take his crew from 
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a timberclad, but Foote told him such a move would weaken the only vet- 
eran ships he had. In fact, by the new year, the crews were all that were still 
needed, Foote writing Washington: “we had all things in comparative good 
condition, and only wanted men to begin, if not to complete, the commission 
of all the gunboats this week or early in the next... . Now we are thrown back 
again for want of men.” Moreover, all the problems were not solved once 
the crews arrived. “It is important that the vessels should be in commission 
soon,” Foote wrote Halleck, “as many preliminary arrangements are neces- 
sary to be made, with frequent exercise of great guns, before so many raw 
recruits will be qualified to perform their part of the work in the flotilla.” And 
this naval delay had larger ramifications. Considering the predominant rivers 
in the west, the army commanders could not move until the navy was ready.” 


While most Federal officers showed little desire to make any moves, and 
the naval forces needed additional time to create an inland navy almost from 
scratch, one unlikely Union officer was quite willing to take the war to the 
enemy immediately. The Mississippi River sector in Halleck’s command saw 
the most fighting in the fall of 1861, yielding the only real battle during that 
period, and it was mainly the result of the aggressiveness of one of Halleck’s 
commanders who was not content to timidly feel his way southward like all 
the rest. This was a war, after all, and Ulysses S. Grant saw no need to delay 
action.” 

Grant was certainly an unknown commodity in the summer and fall of 
1861. He had led a difficult life despite his education at West Point. Serving 
well in the Mexican War, he nevertheless could not survive in the army when, 
absent from his wife and family, boredom and drinking set in on the isolated 
western frontier. He returned east but found it difficult to make a living as 
a civilian. Finally settling in Galena, Illinois, he worked for his father. War 
revitalized the man foundering in hard times, and he quickly offered his ser- 
vices to the governor of Illinois, who eventually made him colonel of the 21st 
Illinois. Grant whipped the unruly regiment into shape and soon acquired a 
brigadier general’s star through the efforts of his guardian congressman from 
Galena, Elihu Washburne. He served briefly in Missouri in the summer but 
soon took command of the District of Southeastern Missouri under Fremont, 
the area that also included Illinois east of the Mississippi River. His head- 
quarters was at Cairo at the tip of Illinois where the Ohio and Mississippi 
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rivers joined, an incredibly important strategic point. Outlying posts under his 
command were at Bird’s Point and Cape Girardeau, Missouri, Mound City, 
Illinois, and Fort Holt, Kentucky. Still, Grant was an unknown; not yet hav- 
ing a brigadier’s uniform, he showed up at the post headquarters in civilian 
clothes and had to reason with the astonished colonel who was then in com- 
mand to let him take charge. Despite the commander’s lack of notoriety, the 
district sat on important byways, and access to the rivers gave Grant options 
and opportunity. That was all he needed.*! 

Grant set about transforming his new command into an efficient force. 
To help him, he began forming his official military family. Grant obviously 
needed a staff, but he unfortunately chose officers less on merit and more 
on availability. He accordingly created a lackadaisical staff that would only 
eventually turn into a professional and competent staff later in the war. In fact, 
many of these early appointments were gone by the time his staff reached 
the professional and efficient level. Thinking he needed someone from his 
old regiment, Grant appointed Clark Lagow. Having known the lawyer Wil- 
liam S. Hillyer in St. Louis, he also added him to the staff. Neither proved 
particularly good at staff work, but another appointment did work. Desiring 
someone from Galena, Grant appointed John A. Rawlins, who would become 
a guardian for Grant and would stay with him for the entire war. Grant even- 
tually made an artillery officer, Colonel Joseph D. Webster, his chief of staff. 
Grant’s official family was emerging even this early.” 

Grant also needed additional numbers of everything, including men, sup- 
plies, and arms, but his most basic need was cavalry. “The condition of this 
command is bad in every particular except discipline,” Grant noted, writing 
that the troops were armed with “the old flint lock repaired” as well as “oth- 
ers of still more inferior quality.” Transportation needs were huge as well, as 
were clothing and other necessary items for the troops. Funds were exhausted 
and credit was not to be had. Even hospital space at Cairo and Mound City 
was in need of expansion, especially if fighting emerged any time soon. Most 
concerning, however, the cavalry were far too few, and those Grant had were 
poorly armed, some without sword belts or modern weapons. He had eight 
full cavalry companies who possessed no weapons at all.*° 

Like almost all Federal commanders, Grant also worried that he was ter- 
ribly outnumbered and would be attacked soon. He wrote Halleck’s head- 
quarters at one point stating that if “they [the Confederates] are let alone, they 
may be induced to act on the offensive if more troops are not sent here soon.” 
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The Confederates indeed soon became bolder, even sending three gunboats to 
Cairo on one occasion. “Bishop Major-General Polk’s three gunboats made a 
Sunday excursion up to see us this evening,’ Grant informed Halleck. “Fired 
five or six shots when within about half a mile of the nearest point of the camp 
at Fort Holt.” 

Despite such fears, Grant was quick to go on the offensive and expand 
his area of command. When Polk captured Columbus and broke Kentucky’s 
neutrality, Grant immediately saw the importance of securing the mouths of 
the Tennessee and Cumberland rivers. He quickly sent units of his district 
hurriedly by boat to take control of Paducah, which sat where the Tennessee 
flowed into the Ohio River. It was a muddy pit, one Federal writing they were 
“all in mud nearly knee deep.” Grant and his troops, with newly arrived Cap- 
tain Foote along, arrived just in time to take possession of the city, deflecting 
Confederates who were marching overland from Columbus and were almost 
at the point of entering the town. Grant noted the many “secession flags fly- 
ing over the city,” but reported that “before I landed, the secession flags had 
disappeared.” He also related, “I landed the troops and took possession of 
the city without firing a gun.” Later, Grant also sent a portion of his com- 
mand farther up the Ohio to Smithland, where the Cumberland poured into 
the Ohio River. There, soldiers fanned out to live in “churches and empty 
houses of which there are plenty,” one Federal noted. The writer’s company 
quartered in the Episcopal church, which he described as “a poor barn like 
sort of thing,” but it was much better than living outside in tents. Eventually, 
on December 23, Grant’s district was expanded into the District of Cairo, 
including southern Illinois, Missouri south of Cape Girardeau, and Kentucky 
to the Cumberland River, which encompassed the posts Charles F. Smith 
commanded at Paducah and Smithland.° 

With the choice pieces of Kentucky carved up between the two sides, 
matters quieted down for a few weeks as both armies built up strength and 
watched the other. Grant meanwhile went through administrative changes, 
including Halleck’s arrival. He also began to develop relationships with sub- 
ordinates in his new, larger district. Among his major subordinates was I- 
linois politician John A. McClernand, whom Grant would command for two 
years through some of the most significant battles and campaigns of the Civil 
War. Their relationship was never warm, probably because of the haughtiness 
the politician McClernand arrived with; he was already complaining of the 
lack of Illinoisans in the high command (conveniently forgetting that Lincoln 
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was commander in chief) as well as what he called the “jealousy” of career 
generals toward “citizen generals” like him. A former Democratic congress- 
man from Illinois appointed specifically by Lincoln to secure the southern 
reaches of the state politically, McClernand knew he was needed and often 
took the opportunity to write his old friend Lincoln personally. Since many 
of the lower counties of Illinois, Ohio, and Indiana were tied economically 
more to the Ohio River and Kentucky slavery than to the free labor industries 
farther north, there was some fear that those counties might side with the 
South early in the war, particularly if Kentucky joined the Confederacy. Ac- 
cordingly, Lincoln made it a habit of appointing political generals to firm up 
support in those regions, men such as John A. Logan and McClernand who 
had major ties to “little Egypt.’”*° 

McClernand played his role perfectly, but he also brought with him a feel- 
ing of importance and being indispensable, which Grant despised. Of course, 
McClernand chafed at being subordinate to a man like Grant, who had barely 
provided for his family before the war. McClernand, at the same time, was 
one of the power players in Congress. Despite their differences, Grant had 
to deal with him, and McClernand over time actually made a decent general. 
But for now, he served well if obnoxiously in command of the Cairo area.*’ 

Another of Grant’s subordinates actually had a greater claim than Mc- 
Clernand to Grant’s job. If McClernand complained, it would have been seen 
as egotistical, but Charles F. Smith had every right to feel upset at serving 
under Grant. Smith was a very well-respected career officer, having gradu- 
ated from West Point when Grant was a toddler. Moreover, Smith served as 
commandant of cadets at the academy when Grant was a student there. Grant 
himself felt some trepidation at commanding someone who was obviously 
his superior in time served and perhaps known ability, but the nonegotistical 
Smith never made an issue of it and served willingly under the upstart Grant. 
In fact, when confronting the situation in person, Smith told his former ca- 
det, “General, [ am now a subordinate. I know a soldier’s duty. Pray, feel no 
awkwardness whatever about our new relations.” Whether he saw something 
in the young brigadier general or was simply following orders to the fullest is 
not known, but Smith soon became one of Grant’s major mentors and friends, 
even as a subordinate.” 

Smith was probably not going to get the command anyway, as he was in 
some trouble for alleged disloyalty stemming from an episode in Paducah 
in which Lew Wallace disobeyed his orders and wound up getting Smith in 
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trouble in the Northern press. The event not only caused a rift between Smith 
and Wallace, but it also hurt Smith’s standing with the War Department, at 
one point even threatening his commission. In the midst of campaigning, 
Grant even had to write to his guardian congressman Elihu Washburne: “get 
the Senate to reconsider Gen. Smiths Confirmation. There is no doubt of his 
loyalty and efficiency. We Cant spare him now.” 

Grant also met other military leaders in the area, including several Con- 
federate officers whom he had known in Mexico. They liked to come from 
Columbus northward by boat under a flag of truce, and Grant always met 
them. As would be expected, such good feelings did not last. By November, 
Operations were heating up and Grant took advantage of one of those oppor- 
tunities that most others missed. When Sterling Price moved northward after 
the battle at Wilson’s Creek into the Missouri River valley, forces from St. 
Louis moved out to meet him. Grant was called on to dispatch several col- 
umns to support the effort, making sure that Price was not reinforced from the 
Columbus area or anywhere else that his district fronted. Grant sent out two 
columns, one westward under Colonel Richard J. Oglesby. To demonstrate 
against Columbus itself and to help protect Oglesby’s column, Grant took a 
column on boats down the river toward the Confederate bastion.” 

Unlike other commanders of districts, Grant opted to take a large force 
down the Mississippi River to demonstrate against Columbus, and he soon 
saw what a positive effect campaigning had on the men. Grant received word 
of a Confederate camp across the river from Columbus near Belmont and 
decided en route to attack it. He landed his troops on the western Missouri 
bank of the river on November 7, out of range of Columbus’s guns of course, 
and then marched southward and attacked the camp. The ensuing battle saw 
Grant drive the enemy out, but the victorious Federals began to loot, destroy- 
ing what they could not carry away. Others began to gloat; ever the politician, 
John A. McClernand made a grand speech. All the while, Polk sent rein- 
forcements across the river and the regrouped Confederates counterattacked. 
Grant’s Federals fell back to their boats, barely getting out in time. Still, the 
battle had larger ramifications; in a period when no one else was doing much 
of anything, Grant was not afraid to fight the enemy.”' 

People began to notice as news of this new commander Grant first became 
known. His first major attempt to do something other than watch the enemy, 
as so many of the other Union front-line commanders were doing, resulted 
in positive outcomes. Obviously, the strategic idea of keeping Confederate 
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troops pinned down in Columbus succeeded, allowing other commanders 
flexibility to deal with other crises. Perhaps more importantly, Grant later 
noted that this initial fighting created for the troops a “confidence in them- 
selves” that would last, for those units, the entire war. Perhaps too, while 
Belmont did not go strictly according to plan and could have easily resulted 
in a major loss, Grant’s troops learned to have confidence in their commander. 
At the least, they learned that no matter how badly things went in battle, Grant 
was not going to give up.” 
It was a good lesson for the future. 


3 


“Too MucH HASTE WILL RUIN 





EVERYTHING” 


The year 1861 was proverbial child’s play compared with what was coming 
in 1862. While the battles of the war’s initial year were every bit as large as 
those of the Revolution, War of 1812, or Mexican War, they were only minor 
compared to those that raged later in the war. Indeed, Wilson’s Creek, Bel- 
mont, and numerous other battles ranged in size comparable to the famous 
battles of earlier American history in both numbers engaged and casualties, 
and Bull Run was greater in both categories. By the end of 1862, however, 
Bull Run was a minor battle compared to a second encounter fought on that 
very battlefield as well as other terrible engagements such as Antietam, Shi- 
loh, and Fredericksburg. ' 

Still, as the year turned over, most Americans looked less to the future than 
they did to the past. Both sides were beginning to feel the effects of the war, 
especially families who had received word that loved ones had died on far- 
away battlefields at places they had never heard of before. The wounded and 
sick themselves suffered severely as well. Even those who made it through 
the year unscathed were also affected. Many soldiers had joined up think- 
ing they would serve only a few months and then be able to go home. Their 
families were similarly surprised to realize that the soldiers were in the army 
long term. In the South, the Union blockade, thin though it was, began to 
take effect, adding yet another degree of difficulty to war life. The year 1861 
had certainly not turned out the way most people expected, and the suffering 
already experienced in these initial months demonstrated that it was not going 
to be any easier any time soon.’ 

The two leaders of the belligerent nations did not have such a luxury to 
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look back; they had to look ahead and try to implement policies that would 
make the war as short as possible so the suffering could stop. But the future 
looked just as bleak as the past, and neither Jefferson Davis nor Abraham 
Lincoln could take much comfort in thinking that they were winning. Da- 
vis had a host of worries, not the least being the situation in the west. The 
eastern front was relatively quiet, more so because of Federal inactivity than 
anything else. The major problem spot was in the western theater, where, 
despite Albert Sidney Johnston’s personal attention, his line was long and the 
defenders few. Numerous holes existed between Johnston’s major garrisons, 
and even some of those major locations were thinly held. Furthermore, Davis 
had little hope of additional troops until spring, when new levies would, it 
was hoped, augment the army’s numbers. Yet Johnston needed numbers im- 
mediately and sent a staff officer, Colonel St. John R. Liddell, to Richmond. 
There an enraged Davis thundered in exasperation, “why did General John- 
ston send you to me for arms and reinforcements, when he must know that 
I have neither?” Calming down, Davis simply told Liddell, “tell my friend, 
General Johnston, that I can do nothing for him; that he must rely upon his 
own resources... . May God bless you.” 

Matters were worse for Lincoln, who had to conquer rather than defend. 
Few of his commanders wanted to engage the enemy, much less conquer the 
South, so Lincoln grew increasingly impatient. He told his commanders to 
advance, but they responded with a hint of lecture in their words that it could 
not be done now. “It is exceedingly discouraging,” Lincoln wrote in the first 
days of the new year. “As everywhere else, nothing can be done.” Lincoln 
displayed his discouragement when he told his quartermaster general: “the 
people are impatient; Chase has no money and tells me he can raise no more; 
the General of the Army has typhoid fever. The bottom is out of the tub. What 
shall I do?’ 


January 1862 began with the same timidity on both sides that much of 1861 
had witnessed. That was certainly the case in the western theater, where the 
Confederates were primarily content to hold their ground during the hard 
winter months. The Federal forces were no more active. A divided command 
kept most of them disengaged and their common superior was not much 
help; George McClellan was sick much of the winter. That development left 
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Lincoln no option but to prod as best as he could, though he realized his 
shortcomings as a military man and was somewhat hesitant to order specific 
actions. He read up on military strategy in an effort to be able to get some- 
thing, anything, done. 

Henry Halleck and Don Carlos Buell were the two reasons that the Union 
war effort in the west stalled. Their divided command left neither of them 
willing to go forward alone without the other’s support, or to support the 
other and forfeit any possible glory. Worse, the two did not communicate, 
preferring to go through McClellan, who became sick for several weeks over 
the new year. Lincoln himself realized the problem but would not, and felt 
he could not, wait. He sent two dispatches, one to Halleck and one to Buell, 
on December 31, both stating the same thing. To Halleck, he wrote: “Gen- 
eral McClellan is sick. Are General Buell and Yourself in concert? When he 
moves on Bowling Green, what hinders it being re-enforced from Colum- 
bus? A simultaneous movement by you on Columbus might prevent it.” He 
sent basically the same message to Buell, with the intention of doing what 
McClellan would not, and now could not, do—to get operations moving in 
the west. The result was not encouraging. Buell responded, “there is no ar- 
rangement between General Halleck and myself.” Halleck responded, “I have 
never received a word from General Buell,” but added, “I am not ready to co- 
operate with him. Hope to do so in a few weeks.” He lectured the president: 
“too much haste will ruin everything.’ 

Even as Buell blamed McClellan and Halleck blamed Buell, the two hard- 
headed generals got the message and reluctantly began to correspond with 
each other. Halleck declared that he had too few troops to do much of any- 
thing and compared his task to “a carpenter who is required to build a bridge 
with a dull ax, a broken saw, and rotten timber.” To drive his point home to the 
uneducated Lincoln, he explained the strategic situation in Jominian terms, 
clearly thinking Lincoln could not fathom what he was saying: “to operate 
on exterior lines against an enemy occupying a central position will fail, as it 
always has failed, in ninety-nine cases out of a hundred. It is condemned by 
every military authority I have ever read.” For his part, Buell responded with 
a lengthy lecture on what he believed needed to be done. Lincoln responded 
with some of his common sense, telling the two generals that the key to Union 
victory was “menacing him with superior forces at different points at the 
same time, so that we can safely attack one or both if he makes no change; 
and if he weakens one to strengthen the other, forbear to attack the strength- 
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ened one, but seize and hold the weakened one, gaining so much.” Lincoln’s 
trained military leaders could not understand this, or if they could, they did 
not act on it.’ 

Tellingly, the only action that resulted in battle during January occurred 
because of Confederate offensive movement, not any Federal advances. The 
small army on Johnston’s far right flank in east Tennessee and Kentucky 
unwisely advanced across the Cumberland River in mid-January and fought 
a small battle against some of Buell’s troops at Mill Springs. The January 
19 fight was a disaster for the Confederates. One of the commanders, Felix 
Zollicoffer, was killed when the nearsighted newspaperman rode toward Fed- 
eral lines. The overall commander, George Crittenden, did little better; he 
was drunk. Crittenden’s troops conducted a fighting withdrawal to the Cum- 
berland and barely made it across. Despite the escape, Johnston’s right flank 
was crippled and had to withdraw from eastern Kentucky. That left the door 
wide open for a Federal advance toward the Cumberland Gap; the victorious 
George H. Thomas wrote Buell that Zollicoffer’s forces “are entirely dis- 
persed; they threw away their arms and disbanded, and should we go into East 
Tennessee now there would be no enemy to encounter.” Even so, a lethargic 
Buell and his subordinate commanders did nothing * 

As a result, the only real Union success came not from Federal offensive 
action but when the Confederates bungled into defeat. An increasingly irri- 
tated and impatient Lincoln consequently took action on his own. On January 
27, he issued his famous General Orders No. 1, which stated that all Federal 
forces, east and west, should advance against the enemy on or before Febru- 
ary 22, George Washington’s birthday. Common sense told Lincoln that the 
enemy could not withstand a simultaneous advance. He could only hope his 
commanders would agree and act.’ 


I was a good thing for Albert Sidney Johnston that he faced such a divided 
Union command, because even as the calendar showed 1862 his defenses 
were still woefully inadequate, especially on the crucial twin rivers. In fact, 
just two days into that year, Lloyd Tilghman reported that he still had two 
thousand unarmed men. “I have not men enough armed at this post [Donel- 
son], he said, “to man one-half the lines within the fortification, much less 
to effect anything at points which command my whole work.” Still, work was 
progressing steadily on the fort itself, with the bastion soon to be enclosed 
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and the heavy guns mounted. In addition, the men were now housed in winter 
quarters of log cabins within the fort proper, “something like 400 good cab- 
ins,’ Tilghman reported. One Confederate excitedly wrote home, “we expect 
to get into our cabins this week as they are nearly done. I will be glad of it 
for these tents are very cold.” Despite the cold and lack of arms, as well as 
an outbreak of measles and little pay, the garrison had high morale, the same 
Confederate writing, “we have been living very high for some time.”’ Another 
soldier wrote that despite rain and mud, they were living well “in our houses 
as saucy as pigs.” There was plenty of food, and even the guards at the fort 
had “little houses ...so now they can stand in them when it is raining and 
not get wet.” The formal presentation of a flag to the 30th Tennessee in early 
January, attended by citizens of Nashville and Clarksville brought down by 
the steamboat General Anderson, only added to morale." 

In order to man the big guns, Tilghman had no choice but to detail a cou- 
ple of infantry companies from the Fort Donelson garrison. Captains B. G. 
Bidwell of the 30th Tennessee and T. W. Beaumont of the 50th Tennessee 
began to instruct their men on the heavy artillery, aided by Dixon and other 
artillery officers sent by Polk from Columbus, including a future general, Ma- 
jor Alexander P. Stewart. Transitioning from infantry to heavy artillery was 
quite a leap, and Bidwell wrote, “my company had at that time never drilled 
in heavy artillery nor knew anything about it, and I myself had never directed 
my attention to that branch of the service; but, with the assistance [of trained 
artillerymen] .. . I was enabled to arrive at a tolerable degree of proficiency 
for myself and company.” One of the common soldiers was very proud of his 
cannon and stated it more bluntly: “I think we would shake an old gun boat 
right smartly if she would venture up.” 

To aid in communication within his small command, Tilghman connected 
both Fort Henry and Fort Donelson with Cumberland City by telegraph, some 
thirty-five miles of wire in total. He was also able to report that work on Fort 
Heiman and its outer works was progressing, as were efforts at Fort Henry, 
stating that “the entire command [is] in a most admirable state of efficiency.” 
Efficiency did not equal numbers, however, and the fort went on high alert 
when the Federals finally began to show some life in mid-January.'” 


One reason the Federals were so hesitant about moving forward in Hal- 
leck’s Mississippi River department was because any movement along the 
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rivers needed the support of naval gunboats. McClellan in Virginia, Buell in 
central Kentucky, and others west of the Mississippi River in Missouri did not 
need gunboats. Because Halleck’s department had so many rivers, however, 
the need to coordinate operations with the naval arm was great. But Halleck 
had to wait for the Eads gunboats to come on line before he could move. That 
was an excruciating wait." 

Other matters ate at army-navy effectiveness too. The vessels being built 
were hybrids: the army paid for them, but Eads built them to navy specifica- 
tions, and his work was being overseen by naval supervision. When the boats 
were launched in October 1861 and received by the Federal government 
some two months later, the army held command over them, but the officers 
and crews were all navy. Therefore army boats with navy crews and officers 
were ultimately under army orders. Perhaps the defining feature was that the 
army paid the crews’ salaries, as well as those of the pilots who boarded as 
civilians to maneuver the ironclads. It was an odd situation and would only 
be resolved in the fall of 1862 when the boats were completely transferred to 
the navy for good."* 

Foote nevertheless continued Rogers’s work. He worked through Hal- 
leck as the new departmental commander, but he found his real soul mate in 
Ulysses S. Grant. With Grant in command of the forward area at Cairo and 
Foote’s boats entering the war, it was obvious that geography brought the 
two together. In fact, they eventually teamed up to convince Halleck of the 
need to move offensively on the western waters. Yet, little could be done until 
the boats were actually ready for service. Although most had been delivered 
to the army in October, there were still numerous tasks required to get them 
ready for action. They had to be assigned a crew; that crew had to train on the 
new boats, weaponry had to be added, and the entire lot had to learn to work 
together. Unfortunately, there was no time for such training in January 1862." 

By the new year, only two of the ironclads had joined the three timber- 
clads in service: the Essex and the newly commissioned St. Louis, one of the 
city-class boats. The others would not be commissioned until January 16. 
Frustration reigned in the meantime. Grant wrote late in 1861, “I have been 
much dissatisfied with the progress upon the gunboats being built at Mound 
City, and have expressed the fear that the detention upon those being built 
at Carondelet would prevent their being brought out this winter.” Since the 
Mississippi River typically fell to very low stages in December of each year, 
the gunboats could potentially be trapped in the upper portions of the river, 
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particularly those at Carondelet, until the river rose again in the spring. In- 
stead, Grant recommended that the boats be brought to Cairo immediately for 
completion, “as soon as practicable,” he wrote."® 

Delay still attended the ironclads even once they reached Cairo. Several 
last-minute modifications had to be made, such as “changing the steam drums 
to the top of the boilers,” Foote informed Washington, “which the trial of the 
engines in coming down from St. Louis proved necessary, as they worked wa- 
ter instead of steam, endangering the engines, as well as from the carpenters 
having to prepare pilot houses and completing other work.” Eads himself had 
to travel to Cairo for the inspection process, which was not completed until 
mid-January.!” 

Ironically, the finishing of the boats was not the major delay. Crewing the 
vessels was more problematic than anyone thought it would be, mainly be- 
cause the naval pay of eighteen dollars a month was far less than what sailors 
were accustomed to making in private service, some thirty dollars a month. 
Grant wrote in late January, “men are absolutely necessary before the gun- 
boats, now nearly ready for use, can be used,” and Foote estimated in mid- 
January that he was one thousand men short. Much of the problem came with 
the “master of transportation” in the quartermaster department at Cairo, who 
because of his incompetence was “entirely unable to get crews for the neces- 
sary boats.” By mid-January, Foote had men enough for only a few boats but 
opted to divide them equally, placing sixty men on each, far below the needed 
number. Another issue developed when the “association of engineers” in St. 
Louis began “interfering with men of their calling entering the service of the 
United States.” In one major example, an engineer or pilot was obtained for 
the gunboats, but the association managed to make him quit when it informed 
him that they held a mortgage on his property and would foreclose if he went 
into Federal service. While pilots were hard to come by, Grant had a plan 
for the crews themselves. He notified Halleck that he had quite a few men in 
prison for desertion and other crimes, and recommended that “in view of the 
difficulty of getting men for the gunboat service, that these men be transferred 
to that service; also that authority be given to transfer unruly men hereafter.” 
Grant indicated that he had spoken with Foote about this arrangement and 
that “I believe it meets with his approval.” It is hard to imagine the detailed 
and religious Foote agreeing fully to take all of Grant’s troublemakers as the 
backbone of his crews, but then he had few other options at that point.'® 

Crew troubles thus prevented all the boats from being fully in service by 
the time February rolled around. Although all seven of the city-class vessels 
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were commissioned by January 16, despite Foote warning Washington that 
“some work yet remains to be done before they are fully completed,” the gov- 
ernment accepted Eads’s work even while reminding him of the lateness: “the 
work on the seven gunboats ...has been completed according to the terms 
of the contract with the Government, excepting the time at which they ought 
to have been finished and delivered at Cairo.” Yet because of crew issues, 
only three of the seven Eads boats made it into service on time, including the 
St. Louis, Carondelet, and Cincinnati. The older Essex, which had been com- 
missioned earliest, was also available, as were the three timberclads that Hal- 
leck and his commanders had been depending on for so long. Unfortunately, 
sailors for the others were not likely forthcoming, Secretary Welles informing 
Foote in late January not to look for any crewmen from him as “the ships on 
the Atlantic are waiting for men [as well],” and Fox telling him “there are sev- 
eral ships waiting for crews. You can not expect men from the Navy.” Foote 
consequently had to make do with what he had. He began training, Foote 
himself teaching young lieutenants to save ammunition in locating ranges: “I 
am aware of your difficulties in new and undisciplined crew and officers, but 
make these criticisms rather as indicative of correcting things in the future.’ 

In the meantime, the few boats in service continued to patrol, guard, and 
explore. Phelps, now back in command of his squadron when Henry Walke 
took command of one of the new ironclads, was particularly active in gaining 
vital intelligence on the Cumberland and Tennessee rivers, making another 
run toward the forts in early January. “Yesterday I ascended the Tennessee 
River to the State line,” he notified Foote, “returning in the night. The wa- 
ter was barely sufficient to float this boat, drawing 5 feet 4 inches, and in 
coming down we dragged heavily in places.” He nonetheless provided valu- 
able knowledge, although he gave the Confederates too much credit for their 
work. “The rebels are industriously perfecting their means of defense both 
at Dover and Fort Henry,” he wrote, adding that moving up the Cumberland 
River would “alarm the army at Bowling Green,” but alas, “at this time there 
is no water in the river.” 

The army needed the navy, and the navy needed men and water sufficient 
to float. The result was even more waiting. 


Even as the work progressed on the naval arm, planning went on regarding 
where and when to strike. Rumors of Confederate offensives near the twin 
rivers served to bring attention to that area, one commander reporting, “the 
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inhabitants in the counties east of the Cumberland and bordering on the river 
are much alarmed and send messages that a force is coming.” More impor- 
tantly, Lincoln’s involvement in the process, particularly when McClellan 
was sick around the new year, caused both Halleck and Buell to prompt each 
other to set a date for movement. Neither would, and even Lincoln’s action 
of setting a movement date in late February did not garner much attention or 
results.! 

During this time, however, there appeared a myriad of options regarding 
moving on Johnston’s defensive line. In central Kentucky, Buell argued with 
McClellan and even Lincoln about whether to move into east Tennessee or 
through middle Tennessee to Nashville. Buell stated that a move into east 
Tennessee was unwise, which prompted McClellan to respond sharply: “you 
have no idea of the pressure brought to bear here upon the Government for a 
forward movement. It is so strong that it seems absolutely necessary to make 
the advance on Eastern Tennessee at once.” The defeat of Zollicoffer’s Con- 
federates at Mill Springs eliminated Confederate forces from the Cumberland 
Gap region, yet Buell was still reluctant to move there. As a result, he did 
nothing except call on Halleck to support him and avoid offering support for 
any of Halleck’s plans.” 

On the Mississippi Valley front, Halleck likewise chose to delay. He had 
fewer geographical impediments such as mountains, but he had more ter- 
ritory to cover, including the Missouri side of the river. Both Federals and 
Confederates recognized that the main idea was to acquire control of the 
Mississippi River, but the series of defenses along the river at Columbus, the 
various forts in Tennessee, and even Memphis had to be overcome. It was 
hoped that excursions from the south via the Gulf of Mexico, also with vast 
naval support, would capture the lower Mississippi at the same time that Hal- 
leck’s troops were taking the northern stretches.” 

Columbus was the obvious problem on the Mississippi. Henry Halleck 
told McClellan as late as January 20 that “the idea of moving down the Mis- 
sissippi by steam is, in my opinion, impracticable, or at least premature. It 
is not a proper line of operations, at least now.” Attacking that citadel was 
more than Halleck believed he could do at the time, even though such waiting 
only offered Polk the opportunity to make his fortress stronger. In fact, Polk 
was busy erecting batteries and filling the river with “torpedoes” and stretch- 
ing a chain across the waterway. It would take massive effort, planning, and 
numbers to take Columbus by force, if it could be done at all. “Columbus 
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cannot be taken without an immense siege train and a terrible loss of life,” 
Halleck told McClellan. “I have thoroughly studied its defenses; they are very 
strong.” As a result, the idea of bypassing Columbus and taking a site lower 
on the river, perhaps New Madrid, continued to crop up as an option. The 
hope was that if river travel was interdicted south of Columbus, it would cut 
Polk off and he would have to evacuate Columbus.” 

Over time, a better idea emerged, one that would set in motion the cam- 
paign on the twin rivers. Because of Polk’s fixation on Columbus, he left other 
points in his district vulnerable. “A much more feasible plan is to move up 
the Cumberland and Tennessee,” Halleck wrote in late January. “This would 
turn Columbus and force the abandonment of Bowling Green.” Federal com- 
manders were beginning to realize that the movement did not necessarily 
have to be down the Mississippi River itself. A parallel river system would 
work just as well, and the Tennessee River and its valley were positioned per- 
fectly for such an operation. Better yet, operations on the Tennessee instead of 
the Mississippi River would confront fewer obstacles such as Columbus and 
would allow access to the heart of the Confederacy’s rail system, not just the 
terminuses of the several lines where they ended at the Mississippi River.” 

The Tennessee River flowed from eastern Tennessee in a bowl through 
northern Alabama and Mississippi into a northern orientation before empty- 
ing into the Ohio River at Paducah. The Federals already held the Kentucky 
city “under strict martial law,” as one Iowan reported it, because of Grant’s 
quick work back in September. Consequently, Federal forces could move 
southward along the Tennessee instead of the Mississippi, netting the same 
amount of territory but facing infinitely fewer defenses. Once in southwest- 
ern Tennessee and northern Mississippi and Alabama, where the river curved 
eastward in its bowl, the Federals had only a twenty or so mile leap over land 
to one of the Confederacy’s critical railroad hubs, Corinth, Mississippi. Such 
a move would clearly threaten the railroads, and the citizens of the cotton 
states complained to Richmond, “it is only 18 miles from the Big Bend of the 
Tennessee to their [railroads] junction at Corinth.” Even better, Corinth was 
south of Memphis, and its capture would effectively outflank that city, al- 
lowing operations to continue southward through Mississippi or to leap back 
westward to the Mississippi River and its valley, where few defensible areas 
existed north of Vicksburg.”° 

Accordingly, a movement down the Tennessee River would, at the least, 
cut the Memphis, Clarksville, and Louisville Railroad that Johnston depended 
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on for interior lines of communication on at least a portion of his line. If the 
move was successful, it would also outflank Columbus, the various Harris- 
built forts, and Memphis, netting huge amounts of territory and river miles 
as well as breaking one of the true rail hubs of the western Confederacy at 
Corinth. Additionally, breaking the Confederate line at the Tennessee River 
would also outflank Nashville, certainly if the operation included action on 
the Cumberland River, which formed a much more shallow bowl but obvi- 
ously controlled access to Nashville. If Nashville were outflanked by Feder- 
als moving to the Corinth area, then Johnston’s army at Bowling Green would 
likewise be outflanked and perhaps even caught within the bowl of at least 
one of the parallel flowing Cumberland or Tennessee rivers. Hence, it was not 
without exaggeration when Halleck began arguing, “this line of the Cumber- 
land or Tennessee is the great central line of the Western theater of the war.’ 

It is not clear who saw this possibility first, although the initial recorded 
mention of it came as early as November 20, 1861, when an engineer, Colo- 
nel Charles Whittlesey, wrote Halleck: “will you allow me to suggest the 
consideration of a great movement by land and water up the Cumberland and 
Tennessee Rivers?” Whittlesey went on to explain his thinking, writing that 
such a move would “allow of water transportation half way to Nashville” and 
was “the most passable route into Tennessee.” More importantly in the larger 
strategic sense, Whittlesey argued that such a move would indeed turn both 
Columbus and Johnston’s position at Bowling Green: “would it not neces- 
sitate the evacuation of Columbus by threatening their railway communica- 
tion” and “would it not necessitate the retreat of General Buckner [Hardee] 
by threatening his railway lines?’”** 

An even more forceful recommendation came from Flag Officer Foote in 
early December. In writing to Secretary Welles, Foote reported, “I have sug- 
gested to General Halleck that I should, in the course of two or three weeks, 
when we get our men, proceed up the Tennessee River with two or three of 
our gunboats and a regiment of soldiers, for the purpose of destroying the 
rebel boats and a battery which now renders Paducah more valuable than any 
other point.” He noted, “the general approvingly refers me to General Smith, 
commanding at Paducah.” Others were also thinking strongly of a Tennessee- 
Cumberland river campaign. Phelps reported to Foote how a winter campaign 
would work: “unlike the Ohio, the Cumberland and Tennessee rivers rarely 
freeze over. An old pilot informs me that in thirty-one years living upon its 
banks he has seen the Cumberland frozen over but four times, and steamers 
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at times have laid by several weeks, unable to pass up the Ohio on account of 
ice, While boats were daily plying upon the Cumberland and Tennessee. Nor 
does the Tennessee fall to low stage like the Ohio in midwinter.””’ 

Even Don Carlos Buell wrote as early as November 27, 1861, that in com- 
bination with his eventual move toward Bowling Green, there should be a 
“movement of two flotilla columns up the Tennessee and Cumberland, so 
as at least to land and unite near the State line, and cut off communication 
between Bowling Green and Columbus, and perhaps run directly into Nash- 
ville.” He elaborated in early January when Lincoln called for action, stating, 
“it will be of the first importance to break the railroad communications, and, 
if possible, that should be done by columns moving rapidly to the bridges 
over the Cumberland and Tennessee.” The officials in Washington seemed 
to be leaning in that direction as well; McClellan asked for the depths of the 
Cumberland River to Nashville and the Tennessee River in early December. 
Lew Wallace summed it up best by saying, “most likely the conception was 
simultaneous with many minds.’*” 

In reality, only one mind mattered and that was Henry Halleck’s. Fortu- 
nately for the Union cause, he too was beginning to think in the same terms. 
William T. Sherman described how he, George W. Cullum, and Halleck plot- 
ted strategy one night in December 1861. Halleck asked the engineer Cullum 
to draw the Confederate line in his department, which he did from Columbus 
to Forts Henry and Donelson and on to Bowling Green. Then Halleck asked, 
“where is the proper place to break it?” The response was, “Naturally the 
center.” Halleck took a blue pencil and drew a line perpendicular to the Con- 
federate line at the center. Sherman marveled at how “it coincided nearly with 
the general course of the Tennessee River.” Halleck informed his men, “that’s 
the true line of operations.’”*! 

Problems nevertheless emerged even as the pros and cons were being sorted 
out and the realization came of a monumental opportunity being offered to 
the Federal high command. One problem was that any operations on the riv- 
ers, whether it be the Mississippi, Tennessee, or Cumberland, would have to 
be done with the cooperation of the navy, and its boats were not yet ready. 
Another problem was that any advance on the line of the Tennessee would 
necessarily need a similar effort on the Cumberland, and the troops making 
the effort would need vast support from nearby commands to provide cover- 
ing forces, to make sure the enemy did not take troops from their front to rein- 
force the threatened area, and to send emergency relief if a setback occurred. 
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That fact brought Buell back into the picture. Unfortunately, the Tennessee 
and Cumberland region was somewhat of a gray area between Halleck’s and 
Buell’s commands, with inconsistency existing where they joined. Each com- 
mander was hesitant to operate on his extreme flank, fearing a lack of support 
from the other, who would not be under any obligation to send troops for help 
if asked. Unless a combined command in the west came about or the general 
in chief ordered something done jointly, little could be expected.’ 

Perhaps the biggest problem with an attack on the Tennessee or Cumber- 
land rivers, or both, was the lack of knowledge about the enemy defenses and 
capabilities. There had been no operations as yet in the area, and the small 
timberclad gunboats had just barely even gotten sight of the enemy works, 
much less been able to develop their strength or find out how extensive the 
defenses were. Intelligence was thus desperately needed as thoughts began to 
turn toward a twin-river operation. It is not surprising that Ulysses S. Grant 
was the man who provided it. 


Although the Confederate forts defending the crucial twin rivers were in- 
complete and pitifully garrisoned, the Federal commanders did not yet know 
exactly how undefended they were. Had they known, Halleck might have 
launched an attack immediately. Without any commanding naval presence 
like that which was about to come on line in the form of Eads’s ironclads, 
however, Halleck could gain little intelligence without risking the priceless 
timberclads that were about all he had to work with. They could not be risked 
until the ironclads were nearly ready to enter service.’ 

As January proceeded, the boats were nearing completion, although if they 
entered service any time soon it would be with untrained crews and novice 
commanders. In the meantime, knowledge of the Confederate situation be- 
came a little clearer. C. F. Smith continually sent a gunboat up the Tennessee 
River to what he called “Fort Henry.’ Undefended by armor as the boat was, 
however, it could not approach too close. In addition, Smith had long felt 
grave worries when that gunboat left Paducah, terming the flotilla a “misno- 
mer’ in that it was only one gunboat and two coal barges lashed together into 
a floating battery: “I think it advisable to have another gunboat here as an 
additional security,’ he wrote Halleck. The navy was alerted as well, Phelps 
writing, “General Smith does not deem it prudent to leave this place without 
a gunboat.”** 
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Given the lack of naval support in mid-January, it is not surprising that the 
army did the major intelligence-gathering, mostly as a result of peremptory 
orders from Lincoln for Halleck to do something. Lincoln’s spurring of the 
commanders with such statements as “please do not lose time in this man- 
ner” seemingly also awakened the sick McClellan. On January 3, he wired 
Halleck that Buell should be supported at all cost, at the least by holding the 
Confederate garrisons in place in western Tennessee and Kentucky so they 
could not reinforce Bowling Green. Buell’s department was obviously fore- 
most on Washington’s mind, probably because of the political, economic, and 
strategic importance placed on east Tennessee by the president. It was Buell 
who was to make that attempt, so the thought of Buell sending aid to Hal- 
leck was never considered. It did not help that intelligence from C. F. Smith 
at Paducah indicated that Confederate troops were indeed moving eastward 
toward Bowling Green. A force under John S. Bowen, replaced by the mot- 
ley band of Mississippi militia, had in fact left Camp Beauregard in the area 
between Columbus and the twin rivers and was moving eastward toward 
Bowling Green.° 

McClellan reacted strongly, ordering Halleck to send several expeditions 
south in order to keep the Confederates from dispatching any more troops 
eastward. McClellan stipulated that the available timberclads should be used 
as well, and that “not a moment’s time should be lost in preparing these ex- 
peditions.” After ordering Halleck to support Buell, Washington now turned 
its attention to the latter. “Please name as early a day as you safely can on 
or before which you can be ready to move southward in concert with Major- 
General Halleck,” Lincoln wrote on January 7, adding, “delay is ruining us, 
and it is indispensable for me to have something definite.”*° 

Obviously, Grant, as commander of the district that contained all these 
points of reconnaissance, was the man to do the work of pinning Confederate 
forces down in west Tennessee. Grant was more than happy to oblige. The 
aggressive general had been biding his time, desiring to be turned loose on the 
enemy line. He even asked for permission to travel to St. Louis to talk over a 
plan of attack he had in mind. Until he was allowed to do so, however, he tried 
to find out as much as possible about Confederate strength. He continually 
had spies or travelers report to him the condition of the defenses at Columbus 
and the surrounding area, and the picture they told was of a much weaker 
Confederate line than expected —“‘less than I have understood heretofore they 
had.” Another spy indicated that the Confederates were badly supplied, Grant 
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noting that “if salt can be kept out . . . they will have some difficulty in saving 
their bacon.’”?’ 

In the meantime, McClellan ordered Halleck on January 3 to send out the 
reconnaissance. A nervous Halleck obeyed orders, but continually warned of 
danger if more troops were pulled from Missouri. He was also still nervous 
about beginning operations so close to Buell’s department because of the lack 
of knowledge of the Confederate defenses. Yet he had no choice and issued 
his orders to Grant on January 6, also sending reinforcements to Cairo in the 
form of unarmed regiments as well as one from the interior of Missouri.*® 

Halleck ordered his aggressive commander Grant to send out two columns 
of troops to tie down the Confederates in west Tennessee and Kentucky and 
to conduct reconnaissance. One major column, under Smith and supported 
by Phelps’s two timberclads, the Lexington and Conestoga, and the steamer 
Wilson on the Tennessee River, was to go forward toward Mayfield and Mur- 
ray, Kentucky, near Camp Beauregard. Smith was to convince the Confeder- 
ates that he was heading for Dover: “make a great fuss about moving all your 
forces towards Nashville, and let it be so reported by the newspapers.” He 
was also to put word out that reinforcements from Missouri were arriving and 
that his troops were only the “advanced guards.” In actuality, Smith was to try 
to keep the Confederates from reinforcing Bowling Green and was ordered 
to “by all means avoid a serious engagement.” Such secrecy was maintained 
that the men and even staff officers were to be uninformed of the reason- 
ing for the march. “Having accomplished this,” Halleck ordered, “you will 
slowly retire to your former positions, but, if possible, keep up the idea of a 
general advance.” Halleck cautioned once more against fighting a battle — 
“we are not ready for that.” He did, however, allow Grant to “give your men 
a little experience in skirmishing.’”’ 

A second column under McClernand from Cairo was to move toward Co- 
lumbus, which would of course keep that garrison busy as well as indicate 
how large and forceful it was, and how aggressive Polk would be. Grant had 
learned Polk would react swiftly on the opposite side of the river in Novem- 
ber. Now, he would test the Confederate reflexes on this eastern side. Mc- 
Clernand would be supported by the only other gunboats now in service, the 
Essex, St. Louis, and Tyler.” 

Grant quickly responded to Halleck’s orders despite terrible weather, and 
he and Foote soon put in motion the infantry and gunboats. Trusting Smith 
more than McClernand, Grant decided to move with McClernand’s force to- 
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ward Columbus, leaving Smith to conduct his own operations to the east. 
Grant nevertheless informed Halleck, “the continuous rains for the last week 
or more have rendered the roads extremely bad, and will necessarily make 
our movement slow. This, however, will operate worse upon the enemy, if he 
should come out to meet us, than upon us.””"! 

The operations were indeed delayed, even before the poor roads could 
affect travel. Grant reported how problems elsewhere affected his plans: a 
“steamer has got aground about 20 miles above here, where the channel is 
very narrow, and swung around so as to entirely cut off navigation from here 
during the present low stage of water or until removed.” Fog at Cairo also 
delayed Grant’s departure a day, causing him to notify Smith to likewise 
delay his movement. Then Halleck notified Grant to delay even longer until 
he sent more reinforcements. Grant had already sent McClernand’s troops 
southward to Fort Jefferson, so he left them there instead of recalling them, 
worried about their morale.” 

McClernand’s movement finally began on January 14, and it made good 
headway despite the terrible roads and sleet. This force, with E. A. Paine’s 
troops in the rear to guard Fort Jefferson and other routes to Cairo, marched 
toward Columbus, the cavalry getting closer than the infantry but all mak- 
ing a loud demonstration. Passing through such small towns as Milburn and 
Blandville, the cavalry made a 140-mile ride while the infantry marched 
seventy-five miles on what McClernand termed “icy or miry roads during 
a most inclement season.” Once the demonstration was completed, the navy 
embarked the infantry and transported them northward to Cairo. Conversely, 
Grant with the gunboats Essex, St. Louis, and Tyler explored the river ap- 
proaches to Columbus.” 

The other column under Smith similarly moved forward from Paducah 
along the Tennessee River. He made some forty-six miles in three days de- 
spite what one Federal described as “marching all night through mud and 
water nearly knee deep. The rain pouring down in torrents all the time—in 
fact I never saw it rain harder in all my life—it took us three long hours to get 
two cannon and five wagons up one hill.” Lew Wallace described the scene 
even more graphically: “the country had become an ocean of mud, and there 
was rain and melting snow, and from the beginning to end no dry place to set 
a foot could be discovered.” He labeled the march “memorable to every man 
who participated in it.” By January 20, when Smith moved through Murray, 
Kentucky, he was beginning to run out of provisions. He sent a courier back 
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to Paducah, ordering a steamer to bring food to a point on the river. The 
steamer, food, and gunboat Lexington soon arrived.“ 

Perhaps the highlight of the operation came when Smith, while the sup- 
plies were being distributed, boarded the Lexington and proceeded upriver “‘to 
have a look at Fort Henry.” The gunboat unfortunately hit a rock in the river, 
which caused an hour’s delay and an inch and a quarter of water per hour to 
enter the boat. Lieutenant James Shirk grew angry at the pilot, “who repre- 
sented himself as a Tennessee River pilot,” and had him “confined in double 
irons.” He thought better of it later, however, when the man appeared “to be 
so downhearted and distressed at the accident.” In any case, Shirk was able to 
take Smith within two and a half miles of the fort, finding out that a rumored 
“masked” battery did not in fact exist. The Lexington fired four shots at the 
fort, receiving only one in return, and it fell well short. Despite a defender at 
Fort Henry writing home that “we were only bombarded by gunboats to no 
effect whatever,” Smith was able to get a good look at the surrounding area 
and concluded that it was very similar to the maps back at his headquarters 
at Paducah. He reasoned, “I think two iron-clad gunboats would make short 
work of Fort Henry.” Smith’s reconnaissance thus proved invaluable in de- 
termining ranges of the Confederate guns as well as conditions in the river; 
it also gave some indication of the garrison. Smith returned to Paducah with 
much information, Grant crowing, “the expedition, if it had no other effect, 
served as a fine reconnaissance.’ 

Not everyone was so enthusiastic. The rank and file in the miserable Union 
columns complained bitterly that there was no real object for all their suffer- 
ing. “The boys were very angry” when ordered back to Paducah, remembered 
one 12th Illinois soldier, adding that they “talked of rebelling. They wanted 
to push on to Fort Henry at all hazards.” With the letdown of no fighting, the 
trek home was truly miserable, the men “feeling no ambition to march.” In 
fact, many “fell out & had to be carried.”’ Even so, they returned with much 
plunder, one soldier describing being “loaded down with plunder Such as 
geese turkeys chickens & everything else that is good to eat.’””*° 

Despite Grant’s declaration that “we were out more than a week splashing 
through the mud, snow and rain, the men suffering very much,” the opera- 
tion provided large dividends. The people of the region were frightened, one 
Mississippian writing that “the people are much excited on account of the 
enemy having thrown a few shells into Fort Henry two or three days ago.” 
Lew Wallace, who accompanied Phelps on one of his voyages, later wrote, 
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“the gun-boatmen enjoyed the terror they inspired.” The Confederate defend- 
ers were not so worried, however. A Fort Donelson Confederate wrote that 
we “are expecting a fight at that place [Fort Henry] daily.” He added, “I feel 
confident that we can whip three times our number here [Fort Donelson], and 
I understand that Fort Henry is better fortified than Fort Donaldson.’’*’ 


The stirring of the Federal armies in January produced major changes in the 
strategic situation in the west. On the Confederate side, Albert Sidney John- 
ston had long been ignoring the weakness of the twin rivers, fixated instead 
on Bowling Green’s defense. Meanwhile, Polk continued his tunnel vision 
on Columbus’s defenses. Johnston would continue to tout Bowling Green as 
the chief defensive area throughout much of January: “no doubt the stron- 
gest attack the enemy is capable of making will be made against this place.” 
Still, he was also beginning to realize that his defensive line was perhaps 
the best chance the Confederacy had to gain its independence. He began to 
recommend a major concentration of forces on his front, effectively calling 
for an abandonment of the territorial garrisoning Jefferson Davis believed 
in. Thousands of troops were still manning safe locations while Tennessee 
lay almost wide open to invasion. “The rapid and energetic concentration of 
the power of the country to meet the mighty exigencies of the present move- 
ment,” Johnston warned Richmond in January, “must be brought to bear to 
sustain our cause, which every one feels will justify every sacrifice for its 
attainment.” To Mississippi Governor John J. Pettus, Johnston wrote, “here 
the most dangerous attack can be made on Mississippi, and here the stoutest 
resistance should be opposed to it.’’** 

Few troops resulted, the most notable being Mississippi’s Army of Ten 
Thousand. This motley force of militia or state troops had made their way 
forward in late 1861, and one brigade encamped at Camp Beauregard in west- 
ern Kentucky while the other moved to Bowling Green. Their lot was sad and 
miserable. The Mississippians endured the disease common among recently 
gathered large bodies of men, and they endured such misery in a much colder 
climate far north of their normal deep South weather. One Mississippian re- 
membered that the weather “exceeded anything I had ever known.” Brigade 
commander Reuben Davis noted, “day by day the cold became more bitter, 
the storms grew darker and wilder, and the roads became more desperately 
bad.” He added, “our men bore their sufferings heroically, but it was a fear- 
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ful time.” The combination of the disease and harsh weather in Kentucky 
doomed their ability to defend anything, and the “army” was soon dispatched 
back southward to recover. They had provided no effective service to the 
Confederacy.” 

The major change in Johnston’s thinking came with Grant’s reconnais- 
sances in mid-January. McClernand’s movement toward Columbus and 
Smith’s toward Murray seemed to frighten the Confederate commanders, 
with Polk at Columbus believing there were as many as fifty thousand Fed- 
eral troops bearing down on him. He began to write anyone who would listen, 
including Johnston and even Jefferson Davis, reminding them that Columbus 
was the “key to the whole Mississippi Valley.” Five days later, during Grant’s 
maneuvers, Polk notified Bowling Green in what sounded like the last mes- 
sage of a frantic general that, as he had stores for twenty-five thousand men 
for a hundred and twenty days, “I have resolved, therefore, to stand a siege, 
and to look to the general for such aid as the War Department and the country 
may afford him for relief. We will, in maintaining our position, of course hope 
that the support required will be furnished as early as practicable.” With news 
such as this, one observer noted that Johnston “suddenly awoke.” Others also 
had a change in heart as rumors swirled throughout the South that Fort Henry 
had fallen to Smith’s advance. Even Tennessee Senator Gustavas A. Henry 
became vocal: “I need not apologize for my urgency, for I cannot and ought 
not, in the position I occupy, to stand still in such a moment as this.””*° 

The effect was widespread. Major fortifications and the establishment of 
heavy guns soon occurred at Clarksville, upriver from Fort Donelson. Lo- 
cal commanders under Tilghman began to seriously work on the twin-river 
defenses as well: Adolphus Heiman in command at Fort Henry and John M. 
Head at Fort Donelson until he was outranked by the arrival of Brigadier 
General Bushrod Johnson. Workers strengthened not only the river batteries 
but the landward approaches as well. In fact, the Donelson garrison could 
hear the gunboat firing at Henry, and the response was pandemonium. Head 
informed Tilghman at Fort Henry, “I have had the whole command turned 
out and put to cutting timber and preparing rifle pits, so as to protect the ap- 
proaches.” He also sent the sick away in preparation for action. Tilghman, in 
control of both forts, ordered more ammunition and two additional Tennessee 
regiments, although unarmed, northward from Henderson. Some of the Fort 
Donelson garrison also moved to Fort Henry amid the perceived crisis, par- 
ticularly the 49th and 50th Tennessee. They did not have to fight the enemy 
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but were, as one soldier reported, merely armed, before they were sent back, 
with “side arms—spades and shovels, and are now drilling in that manual.”?! 

In the biggest change resulting from the Federal reconnaissances, Johnston 
finally awoke to the reality that no matter how strong Columbus and Bowling 
Green were, their defense rested on the twin-river forts. However, it was not 
until January 19 that he viewed the potential of Federal action on the Tennes- 
see and Cumberland rivers as a serious threat. He had hardly mentioned the 
twin-river forts before; now, Johnston wrote Benjamin in Richmond twice on 
that day that the Federals tested Fort Henry on January 17 and indicated that it 
seemed probable that the enemy intended “to turn General Polk’s right by the 
Memphis and Ohio Railroad.” He admitted, “I desire the Government, if it 
be possible, to send a strong force to Nashville and another to Memphis,” and 
he ordered additional guns to Fort Henry, Nashville, and Clarksville. John- 
ston now certainly saw the possibility of losing it all and needed garrisoned 
places he could fall back upon. But until reinforcements could come, John- 
ston had to act with what he had, and he dispatched some eight thousand men 
from his Bowling Green army under John B. Floyd westward to Russellville, 
nearer to the Cumberland River. There, they joined a small brigade under 
Mississippi general Charles Clark that had been holding Russellville as an 
outpost. 

The situation only grew worse for Johnston as January passed. Right in 
the middle of his quick change in strategic thinking, he received word that 
his right flank had been shattered in the debacle at Mill Springs and that his 
political general Zollicoffer was dead while his other commander Crittenden 
was drunk. Johnston confided to Samuel Cooper in Richmond, “to suppose 
with the facilities of movement by water which the well-filled rivers of the 
Ohio, Cumberland, and Tennessee give for active operations, that they will 
suspend them in Tennessee and Kentucky during the winter months is a de- 
lusion.” As if to illustrate further his anxiety, he again counseled: “all the 
resources of the Confederacy are now needed for the defense of Tennessee.” 

Then amazingly amid all such chaos, the crisis suddenly lessened as 
Grant’s reconnaissance forces returned to Cairo and Paducah. Polk himself, 
so ready to go under siege, admitted when it was all over that “what the par- 
ticular object of it was has not clearly transpired.” Still, the operations may 
have been a blessing in disguise for Johnston and his subordinates. While it 
netted the Federals much intelligence, they gained no territory and the Con- 
federate high command, especially Johnston, seemingly awakened. Johnston 
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became thoroughly convinced of the twin rivers’ importance, but time would 
tell if it was too late. Nevertheless, had Grant’s troops not tipped their hand to 
future operations, they may have caught Johnston even more flatfooted than 
he was now.” 

A similar change came over the Federal high command. With such glowing 
reports of possibilities , Halleck began to seriously consider action. Having al- 
ready been thinking of a movement along the twin rivers instead of along the 
Mississippi, and being prodded by Grant and Foote at the same time, Halleck 
began to think seriously of an operation into Tennessee. It would be a bold 
stroke to be sure: his numbers were few and he would have to strip virtually 
all of his department to funnel troops to the area. Likewise, the naval assets 
were not ready yet, and much of the river system in the department would 
likewise have to be stripped of naval cover. Then there was the problem of 
command. Halleck had never really become comfortable with Grant and was 
even scheming behind the scenes to get the retired Ethan Allen Hitchcock 
restored to command to take over the operations. On the other hand, Smith 
and Grant were all the while informing Halleck of the possibilities that lay in 
a quick and bold movement. A now convinced Halleck grew warmer to the 
idea, but he still kept Grant in the dark despite allowing him to visit St. Louis, 
as Grant had been requesting. “The leave was granted,’ Grant later wrote, 
“but not graciously.” Halleck’s arrogance only grew worse once Grant got 
to St. Louis: “I was received with so little cordiality that I perhaps stated the 
object of my visit with less clearness than I might have done, and I had not ut- 
tered many sentences before I was cut short as if my plan was preposterous. I 
returned to Cairo very much crestfallen.”” Unbeknown to Grant, the sick (with 
measles) but recovering Halleck was thinking along the same lines anyway; 
as historian John F. Marszalek has described it, “Halleck was, in fact, reacting 
not to Grant’s plan, but to Grant himself.’”° 

The possibilities that could come from success were overwhelming. If the 
railroad bridge just south of Fort Henry on the Tennessee was severed, it 
would divide the Confederate line, virtually outflanking both Columbus and 
Bowling Green. Both of those garrisons might very well retreat. Even bet- 
ter, nothing apparently stood between Fort Henry and the deep cotton states, 
where the central nervous system of the Confederate railroad network could 
be put in grave danger. More ominously, word was out that P. G. T. Beaure- 
gard was coming west with fifteen regiments, which turned out to be false 
concerning the regiments at least, although the Union high command soon 
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verified that an entire Virginia and Mississippi brigade under John B. Floyd 
had been sent west to Johnston. Obviously, the quicker Halleck moved, the 
better he would be able to take the weak forts.” 

Halleck consequently began to prepare for such a move, asking Smith for 
detailed descriptions of the road and river network around the Tennessee and 
Cumberland rivers. Halleck asked Smith to report in “as much detail as your 
means of information will allow.” He said that he was particularly interested 
in “the character of the country between these roads and rivers, and whether 
it is such that troops can sustain or be sustained by the gunboats.” Grant and 
Foote had been conversing about such action as well, Grant wishing to move 
up the Cumberland first but Foote talking him out of it. Foote informed Hal- 
leck on January 28, “Grant and myself are of opinion that Fort Henry, on the 
Tennessee River, can be carried with four ironclad gunboats and troops to 
permanently occupy.” He later added that based on additional reconnaissance 
by Lieutenant Phelps, “we have come to the conclusion that, as the Tennes- 
see will soon fall, the movement up that river is desirable early next week 
(Monday), or, in fact, as soon as possible.” In a follow-up note, Foote almost 
demanded: “have we your authority to move for that purpose when ready?’””’ 

By this time, Grant was also increasingly calling on Halleck for such a 
move. He sent a short message on January 28: “with permission, I will take 
Fort Henry, on the Tennessee, and establish and hold a large camp there.” He 
sent more details the next day, arguing for haste and reminding Halleck, “‘it 
will, besides, have a moral effect upon our troops to advance them toward 
the rebel States.” He added, “if this is not done soon there is but little doubt 
but that the defenses of both the Tennessee and Cumberland Rivers will be 
materially strengthened.” He also added, perhaps somewhat to goad the intel- 
lectual Halleck, “the advantages of this move are as perceptible to the general 
commanding as to myself, therefore further statements are unnecessary.””® 

Halleck thus agreed to the move, although historian T. Harry Williams 
has wondered if Halleck was acting egotistically. All the same, much plan- 
ning would have to be done before the movement could be made. One of the 
key decisions was whether to go up the Tennessee or Cumberland river first. 
Many had their opinions, the common feeling being that Fort Henry was the 
stronger of the two Confederate forts as well as the most important: “Fort 
Henry has a garrison of about 6,000, and it is pretty strongly fortified,” Hal- 
leck wrote Washington in late January. C. F. Smith agreed, writing, “the more 
important is Fort Henry, 71 miles up the Tennessee, just at the State line. It 
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is a strong earthwork on the water front, but not nearly so strong on the land 
side.” Conversely, Grant preferred moving up the Cumberland first, perhaps 
thinking Fort Donelson was weaker, but Foote talked him out of it. Foote 
later noted, “the General preferred the Cumberland and Fort Donaldson, as 
the more appropriate points of attack, but yielded to my views if General Hal- 
leck’s assent could be obtained.” He also added, “I made the proposition to 
move on Fort Henry first to General Grant.” Perhaps trusting Foote more than 
Grant, Halleck consequently decided on the Tennessee River as the main line 
of attack. It offered a straighter and longer shot at the fort for the gunboats, 
access to the critical railroad just a few miles upriver, and the chance to move 
into the cotton states at some point in the future. Halleck therefore wrote 
Washington on January 30: “General Grant and Commodore Foote will be 
ordered to immediately advance, and to reduce and hold Fort Henry, on the 
Tennessee River, and also to cut the railroad between Dover and Paris.” To 
Grant he wrote on January 30, “make your preparations to take and hold Fort 
Henry. I will send you written instructions by mail.’”*’ 

Historian Kenneth P. Williams has called it “one of the most important 
dispatches of the war.” 


A 


“WE SOON UNDERSTOOD THAT THE 





GREAT WESTERN MOVE WAS TO BEGIN” 


The Confederate Western Department was in crisis. Having been shaken from 
his lethargy concerning the twin rivers, Albert Sidney Johnston sent his chief 
engineer, Jeremy F. Gilmer, on an inspection trip to the forts, the engineer 
moving from Nashville on January 30 and arriving at Fort Henry the next 
day. There, he met Lloyd Tilghman and began to inspect all three forts on the 
two rivers. What he saw was not encouraging. One observant Mississippian 
at Fort Henry described the tense sentiment: “this is the place to test men, 
some stand the test and some do not. A mans character presents itself in its 
true colors, every trait is developed, you can almost read their very thoughts 
it seems.” 

Gilmer himself was much of the problem. Having been tasked by John- 
ston to oversee the river forts’ security, he had no heart for the work. He was 
homesick and uninterested, wishing he was with his wife in Georgia. The 
work on the forts thus lagged with Gilmer’s lethargy. Even so, Gilmer first 
inspected Fort Henry, where he talked with engineer Joseph Dixon. Gilmer 
described the fort as “‘a strong field work of fine bastion front,” while a Cairo 
newspaper later elaborated on its earthen defenses, describing walls “four to 
six feet high, and eight to ten feet wide on top, supported on the inner side 
by hickory twigs woven together, so as to prevent the crumbling away of the 
earth, with a ditch about twelve feet wide around it on the outside.” The fort 
mounted a total of seventeen guns, the most powerful of which were a rifled 
24-pounder, a 10-inch columbiad, and two 42-pounders. Smaller weaponry 
consisted of eight 32-pounders. Eleven of the guns fronted the river, poking 
through “embrasures formed by raising the parapet between the guns with 
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sand bags carefully laid.” Gilmer also inspected the outlying “extensive lines 
of infantry cover,” which had been built “with a view to hold commanding 
ground that would be dangerous to the fort if possessed by the enemy.” He 
concluded that the outer defenses were “capable of offering a strong resis- 
tance against a land attack coming from the eastward,” but the river battery 
was a different story. One of the main guns, the 10-inch columbiad, had a 
defect that threatened to dismount the gun on every discharge, but a system of 
“ingenious mechanic clamps” was put in place, which all hoped would work. 
At the same time, Gilmer reported difficulty in finding “competent artillerists 
to man them.” Lethargy among the troops did not help either, one Mississip- 
pian writing on February 2, “we have become so accustomed to the gunboats 
being two or three miles down the river, that we hardly go out to look at it. 
Everything has got quiet again.” 

A more troubling area loomed on the west bank, where Gilmer described 
“a number of hills within cannon range that commanded the river batteries 
on the right bank.’ Gilmer had recognized the problem last November and 
ordered Dixon to build fortifications that would become known as Fort Hei- 
man. Dixon had been promised “a large force of slaves, with troops to protect 
them, from Alabama,” a result of those citizens’ worry over the defense of 
the Tennessee River. However, these slaves were not forthcoming, and work 
at Heiman crawled slowly along. Gilmer complained, “the Negroes were not 
sent until after the Ist of January.” Tilghman did the best he could in the mean 
time, and tried his best to fashion the works into formidable shape, working 
“night and day.” By early February, Gilmer reported the work progressing 
well, and needing “only a few days’ additional labor to put them in a state 
of defense.” A Mississippian working on Fort Heiman was more optimistic, 
writing that if given another week or so to develop the earthworks, “we can 
whip 50,000 men under any circumstances.’ 

Meanwhile, Tilghman waited for the attack he thought was coming any 
day. Where and when grated on everyone’s nerves. Gilmer wrote that “the 
attack of the enemy . . . was threatened at an early day either at Fort Henry or 
Fort Donelson, or possibly on both at the same time.” One Mississippian had 
had enough and quit worrying. He wrote home, “I don’t care if the Yanks do 
come now, as we have all the breast works finished and every thing ready to 
receive them according to the rules laid down in etiquette.” Tilghman, on the 
other hand, had his doubts, especially about Fort Henry’s ability to defend 
against the Union ironclads. He even confided to Gilmer “his fears that it 
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might cause disaster if the place were vigorously attacked by the enemy gun- 
boats.” A solemn Gilmer added, “this he thought his greatest danger.” And 
it was. As early as February 4, Captain Jesse Taylor wrote that as “far as the 
eye could see, the course of the river could be traced by the dense volumes of 
smoke issuing from the flotilla—indicating that the long-threatened attempt 
to break our lines was to be made in earnest.’”* 

The contest for Fort Henry was on. 


A flurry of activity developed as word went out that Grant’s command was 
preparing a major thrust into the Confederacy along the Tennessee River. 
When Halleck’s permission message arrived, Grant’s staff celebrated, knock- 
ing over chairs and throwing hats in the air. Grant jokingly told them to quiet 
down so Leonidas Polk in Columbus would not hear their celebration. Plan- 
ning began immediately. Grant ordered quartermaster Lewis B. Parsons to 
find every available steamboat for the army’s use. High-level officers tried 
their best to keep as quiet as they could, but the unmistakable movement 
of large bodies of troops and the corresponding movement of gunboats and 
transports were too obvious. “We soon understood that the great western 
move was to begin,” D. C. Smith wrote home, “but not down the Mississippi 
as we anticipated, up the Tennessee River by boat for Fort Henry.” Others 
guessed that was the place too, one soldier later recalling, “for we had hardly 
heard of Donaldson.” Given the deplorable weather, however, it was a ques- 
tion as to whether anyone could move at all. One staff officer noted how Fort 
Holt near Cairo had been submerged and the roads were pitiful: “I fear Mr. 
‘Mud’ says ‘You cannot go.””” 

The nervousness was even greater about what the expedition might find. 
Foote’s vessels continued exploring around the almost unknown river forts in 
an attempt to get more information. In fact, while he and the navy had a pretty 
good idea of Fort Henry, Smith at Paducah did not even know what to call 
Fort Donelson: “Fort Gavock, or Fort MacGavock, or something else, usually 
called Fort Gavock.” There were also reported batteries on the opposite side 
of the river just downstream from Fort Donelson. Phelps made another run up 
to Fort Henry with the Conestoga and Lexington on January 30 and 31, and 
returned with information that “torpedoes,” or mines, had been emplaced and 
that it would be necessary to remove them first. He also “enquired about the 
roads along the ridge between the two rivers,” learning that at that point they 
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were dry but the terrain was very hilly; any rain would cause major problems 
on the inland byways just as it did for the January operations.° 

Despite the hurdles, Grant’s army began mobilizing for action. In some- 
what of a surprising development, the hedging Halleck stayed in St. Louis 
and allowed his subordinate Grant to command the expedition. That was 
strange because Halleck had never treated Grant as competent and even cast 
about to find a different commander for the expedition. He had approached 
Ethan Allen Hitchcock, who ultimately refused. He and McClellan even dis- 
cussed Smith: “would not C. F. Smith be a good man to command that part 
of the expedition?” Yet it all came about so quickly and timing was such that 
Halleck determined to allow Grant to command. The decision would change 
Grant’s life and career, and that of Halleck as well.’ 

Halleck certainly had his hands full with command of his department, but 
he continually ferried new regiments southward from the relative comfort 
of St. Louis. He also had to stay aware of Buell, who was shocked when he 
heard news of Halleck’s offensive. Buell informed McClellan that Halleck 
had just recently told him, “I can do nothing; name a day for a demonstra- 
tion.” Now, Halleck informed him, “I have ordered an advance on Fort Henry 
and Dover. It will be made immediately.” Buell wrote, “I protest against such 
prompt proceedings, as though I had nothing to do but command ‘Commence 
firing’ when he starts off.’ Buell nevertheless sent Charles Cruft’s brigade to 
within supporting distance of Grant but added, “I fear very much that even 
that will be compelled to fall back for supplies, such is the condition of the 
roads over which they have to be hauled.” Buell also offered his encourage- 
ment: “I think it is quite plain that the center of the enemy’s line—that part 
which you are now moving against—1s the decisive point of his whole front, 
as it is also the most vulnerable.” In fact, he said that it was “well worth the 
risk of losing more than one or two gunboats.” Then he got down to assets: 
“do you consider active co-operation essential to your success, because in 
that case it would be necessary for each to know what the other has to do?” 
Halleck surprisingly replied, “co-operation at present not essential.” That 
shocked Buell even more. Halleck would soon get cold feet, however, and 
begin to ask for additional help, especially after it was rumored that Johnston 
had sent reinforcements from Bowling Green to the twin rivers. “Can’t you 
make a diversion in our favor by threatening Bowling Green,” Halleck asked 
Buell on February 5. Buell haughtily replied, “my position does not admit 
of diversion. My moves must be real ones.” He told Halleck that it would be 
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some time before he could help, but agreed to send one brigade by river to 
reinforce Grant. Halleck also began to ask Washington for more men: “can’t 
you send me some infantry regiments from Ohio? Answer.” McClellan could 
only tell Buell to “communicate with Halleck and assist him if possible,” 
but Buell did little except engage Albert Sidney Johnston in correspondence 
about prisoner exchanges .° 

In fact, Halleck gave Grant almost supreme control of the campaign. Per- 
haps he was giving Grant enough leeway that if the operation was not suc- 
cessful, Grant would bear the blame. He told his subordinate to “organize 
your command into brigades and divisions, or columns, precisely as you 
deem best for the public service.” Perhaps because in Halleck’s eyes Mc- 
Clernand was an even bigger novice than Grant, he added that this should be 
done “without the slightest regard to political influences or to the orders and 
instructions you may have heretofore received. In this manner the good of the 
service, and not the wishes of politico-military officers, is to be consulted.” 
To make sure his point was taken, Halleck added, “such applications and 
arrangements are sheer nonsense and will not be regarded.” Still, in giving 
Grant the leadership choices, Halleck could not help but suggest various ap- 
proaches. A couple of days later he reminded Grant that few wagons and other 
transportation would be needed because of the waterborne movement: “don’t 
cumber up the expedition with too large a train.” He also suggested sending 
a cavalry force from Smithland down the neck of land between the two rivers 
while the main movement was on the Tennessee River itself.’ 

More specifically, Halleck told Grant to take his troops up the Tennessee in 
steamers, taking care to cover both sides of the river and to establish if neces- 
sary “a battery on the opposite side of the river.” The obvious plan was to land 
the troops so they could cut off any retreat to Fort Donelson while the navy 
attacked on the riverfront. To aid in the effort, Halleck also sent Grant one of 
his engineers, Lieutenant Colonel James B. McPherson. After Grant carried 
the fort, moreover, Halleck desired him to cut the Confederate railroad to the 
south, perhaps even with cavalry sent out from the landed force. He cautioned 
haste, but he also desired that the “bridges should be rendered impassable, 
but not destroyed.” Obviously, Halleck was thinking of using the rail line to 
his advantage in future operations. He also ordered a telegraph line strung to 
Fort Henry once it was taken.'® 

Grant took the opportunity and organized his command for the effort 
“without as yet having created a suspicion even that a movement is to be 
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made,” he wrote on January 31. He planned to have two divisions, one under 
Smith from the Paducah area and the other under McClernand brought over 
from the Cairo area. Grant informed Smith that he wanted a brigade from 
Paducah and the entire command at Smithland to take part except the 52nd 
Illinois and smaller units, which would guard the mouth of the Cumberland 
River. He then changed his mind and told Smith to take the entire command. 
As expected, keeping such a move secret was nearly impossible. When word 
went out in the partially flooded camps for the cooks to begin preparing ra- 
tions in the middle of the night, one Iowan noted, “some of the boys hap- 
pened to hear it and such a whooping and hollering they made. There was no 
more sleep that night.” Grant cautioned Smith: “if possible, the troops and 
community should be kept from knowing anything of the design,” but then 
added somewhat sheepishly that “I am well aware, however, that this caution 
is entirely unnecessary to you.” Grant was not only learning to make bold of- 
fensives, but also learning how to command a man he deeply respected and 
one who had been his senior for many years."! 

Grant had no such worries about telling McClernand what to do. He told 
him to bring two brigades under Richard J. Oglesby and W. H. L. Wallace to 
Paducah to prepare for the effort, leaving two other brigades, “‘and the sick 
of the entire command,” under E. A. Paine and James D. Morgan at Cairo. 
General Paine was to command at Cairo during Grant’s and McClernand’s 
absence. McClernand moved his division toward Paducah on February 3 and 
went on ahead to prepare for their arrival. However, unfortunate incidents 
pervaded some of the ranks. While at anchor at Cairo, W. H. L. Wallace’s 
brother Matthew fell from his transport and drowned, he being unable to 
stay afloat until help arrived due to his heavy clothing and weapons. Wal- 
lace’s staff officer, I. P. Rumsey, wrote of the mourning brigade commander: 
“we saw the tenderness of his heart . . . but still the man and the soldier went 
bravely on with present duty.” Then, one of the steamboats containing a por- 
tion of the 11th Illinois “about three O’Clock [AM] . . . struck a snag giving 
barely time to reach the shore before she went to the bottom,” wrote Frank 
Whipple. “No lives were lost I believe although it created a great panic some 
jumped overboard and swam ashore.” Whipple and a few of his comrades 
made it to an island and remained there for nearly three days, “with scarcely 
anything to eat,’ Whipple added. They were then picked up and taken on 
board a passing steamboat.” 

It was not exactly the start Grant was hoping for. 
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Major action drew closer with new intelligence coming in, official permis- 
sion to begin, and the naval forces ready. On the naval front, Foote first had 
to make the hard decisions of what he could take into battle and what he 
could not. Several of the ironclads were still not totally serviceable, includ- 
ing the Benton, and few if any had a full complement of sailors. Grant turned 
to equipping the vessels with infantry, although few were forthcoming be- 
cause of opposition from “their captains and colonels.’ Some cavalrymen 
became available, mainly due to officers forcing unwanted members into the 
gunboat service. One 4th Illinois Cavalry trooper wrote, “the Captain took 
it upon himself to detail such men that he would rather spare and told them 
they had to go, and they went. They were mostly Norwegians and Germans 
that could hardly speak English. ...Charley Walsh who was under arrest 
for drunkenness and attempting to kill Lieutenant Hapeman, was given the 
privilege to take service on a gun-boat or stand a court martial. He chose the 
former.” Foote vehemently complained about the lack of men to Washington: 
“it is peculiarly unfortunate that we have not been able to obtain men for the 
flotilla, as they only are wanting to enable me to have at this moment eleven 
fully-manned, instead of seven partially manned, gunboats, ready for efficient 
Operations at any point.” He finally decided that he could take crews off of 
four city-class boats and the Benton and place them on three of the others 
along with the Essex and make four semicoherent crews. That, along with 
the three timberclads, would make a flotilla of seven gunboats, four of them 
ironclads. Foote obviously chose the already serviceable St. Louis and Essex, 
both of which had already seen some action. Along with those two, Foote 
also carried along the Carondelet and Cincinnati. Although he made the trip 
from Cairo to Paducah aboard the Tyler, he raised his flag on the Cincinnati 
at Paducah, thus making it the flotilla’s flagship." 

Foote left the Louisville, Cairo, Mound City, and Pittsburg at Cairo, “very 
much to the annoyance of all our officers and those men left behind,” one 
Mound City sailor wrote. Since the Louisville was “nearer completion than 
either of the others,” he ordered her to be put into fighting trim and held ready 
for infantry soldiers to man in case of an attack on Cairo. He also took what 
he could from the other four gunboats to add to the crew. The Louisville ac- 
cordingly took on almost the entire skeleton crews on board the others and 
proceeded to Fort Holt for defense of that important place. Also left behind 
was the fleet of mortar boats that no one except Lincoln seemed to want. 
Halleck wrote Washington openly that the mortar boats “cannot be used in 
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the Tennessee or Cumberland, and I doubt if they will ever be of much use in 
the Mississippi. Neither navy nor army officers have much faith in them.””* 

Foote began his operations by moving the flotilla from Cairo to Paducah 
on February 2, and on February 3 sent the Essex, Carondelet, and St. Louis 
on up the Tennessee to Pine Bluff, nearly seventy miles up the river. At Pa- 
ducah, he issued numerous orders preparing for the upcoming fight, includ- 
ing the governing principles in the engagement itself. He indicated which 
code of signals would be used, for instance, and reminded his captains how 
they should respond to those visual pennants. He also meddled in minutiae, 
reminding his officers to make sure to remove the hatch covers over the guns 
before the fight or “otherwise great injury will result from the concussion of 
the guns in firing.” Once firing, the fiercely economical Foote dictated that 
the gunners not waste ammunition on bracketing targets: “there is no excuse 
for a second wild fire, as the first will indicate the inaccuracy of the aim of 
the gun.” He added, “‘let it be reiterated that random firing is not only a mere 
waste of ammunition, but, what is far worse, it encourages the enemy when 
he sees shot and shell falling harmlessly about and beyond him.”’ 

Amid all the minutiae, Foote also laid out the basic plan of attack. The four 
ironclads, termed the “main division,” would proceed up the Tennessee River 
first in parallel formation, each only showing its bow to the enemy: “they 
will be much less exposed to the enemy’s range than if not in a parallel line.” 
Foote dictated that all vessels in this front line would follow “the motions of 
the flagship” and would not open fire until the Cincinnati did. The second line 
of boats under Phelps would be the three timberclads placed in the rear, “if 
practicable, inshore on the right of the main division” in order to protect them 
and provide long-range fire while the ironclads advanced and bore down on 
Fort Henry. Foote also cautioned that the entire flotilla should take special 
care to not fire on their own infantry, who would be in the area, “lest our own 
troops are mistaken for the enemy.”’® 

Foote was certain of success, writing Welles that he had “every confi- 
dence, under God, that we shall be able to silence the guns at Fort Henry and 
its surroundings.” He was so confident, in fact, that he issued orders about 
what should be done after the victory was won: “Lieutenant-Commanding 
Phelps will, as soon as the fort shall have surrendered and upon signal from 
the flagship, proceed with the Conestoga, Tyler, and Lexington up the river to 
where the railroad bridge crosses, and, if the army shall not already have got 
possession, he will destroy so much of the track as will entirely prevent its 
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use by the rebels.’ Obviously, the larger aspects of the campaign were most 
important, that of eliminating the fortification and breaking the vital Con- 
federate railroad that ran in the rear of Johnston’s line. Such success would 
divide the Confederate defenses and, it was hoped, force both wings to with- 
draw. Foote wrote Welles as much, saying on February 3 that he planned to 
move southward “for the purpose of conjointly attacking and occupying Fort 
Henry and the railroad bridge connecting Bowling Green with Columbus.” 
Thereafter, Foote told Phelps to “proceed as far up the river as the stage of 
water will admit and capture the enemy’s gunboats and other vessels which 
might prove available to the enemy.”'” 

With orders so issued, the navy gathered on February 4 and waited within 
just a few miles of Fort Henry, just beyond Panther Island. It was ironic that 
they were now waiting on the army. 


The trip from Cairo, one 11th Indiana Federal noted in his diary, saw “‘every- 
thing in a bustle.” Many suffered from being outside on the decks of the boats 
whipped with wind. Some were more fortunate; one member of the 20th II- 
linois remembered that brigade commander Richard Oglesby declared that 
only officers could be in the cabin of his boat, but the Ilinoisan remembered, 
“we pressed on “Dick’ and his guards from all quarters, and some vowed they 
would throw him overboard if he did not submit.” He did, the soldier noting, 
“this was our first victory.” Others made the best of other circumstances. 
George Carrington of the 11th Illinois described his abode on the A D Janu- 
ary, noting that most of the regiment slept warmly in the hold. “The boys 
have candles stuck along the sides of the hull to light up the dark place,” he 
wrote, but his own company fared even better by being housed in the cabin. 
All were warm nonetheless, in direct opposition to the cold outside and the 
chunks of floating ice in the Ohio River."® 

At Paducah, the boats took on other equipment, including cannon, which 
were lashed down at the bow. All the commotion obviously indicated some- 
thing was happening. Those troops already at Paducah, just emerging from 
their garrison mindset, knew something was happening when McClernand’s 
regiments arrived: “there is quite a strong force congregating here,” one Io- 
wan wrote, “but I am entirely in the dark as to our future movements.””” 

The details emerged quickly enough. Grant at Paducah sent his first wave 
of troops southward on February 3. McClernand himself arrived midafter- 
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noon that day, amid “a hurricane of cheers long continued,” Lew Wallace re- 
membered, “and the rivalry of bands playing, flags streaming.” McClernand 
went immediately to see Grant. There, Grant told him to continue his move- 
ment just as soon as his transports arrived, making a column of steamers pre- 
ceded by two gunboats. McClernand’s transports soon reached Paducah and 
continued on toward Fort Henry since they were already loaded, there being 
insufficient shipping in the area to transport the entire army up the Tennessee 
River at the same time. Grant had twenty-three regiments in all, plus cavalry 
and artillery, and all could not move at once. Grant thus had to improvise, and 
there was no need to disembark McClernand’s troops just to load Smith’s. He 
simply informed Halleck that “not having sufficient transportation for all the 
troops, the larger portion of the steamers have to return to Paducah for the 
remainder of the command, under General Smith.” 

The trip southward for McClernand’s men was mostly uneventful, stop- 
ping only for fuel, although occasional shots from the bank greeted the Feder- 
als. Taylor’s [Illinois battery deployed two guns on the bow of their steamboat 
for protection if needed. Several of the 30th Illinois’s soldiers had their legs 
hanging over the top deck when they were suddenly fired on from the bank. 
“All went over backwards, with their feet in the air, and scampered for the 
other side of the boat,’ one observer noted. The shift “caused a big creel or 
dip of the boat in that direction, and was more dangerous than the fire of the 
bushwackers.” The captain and mate cursed the soldiers and made them re- 
turn to their original side.*! 

Despite the occasional potshots, McClernand’s transports and the gun- 
boats Cincinnati and Conestoga proceeded up the river on the afternoon of 
February 3 and arrived in the vicinity of Fort Henry around 4:30 Am on Feb- 
ruary 4, ready for a fight despite multiple reports of drowning men and even 
mules during the river-borne operations. Tension developed as they neared 
the Confederate stronghold. One staff officer, I. P. Rumsey, described Fort 
Henry as “‘a rebel camp which we calculate to whip out or get beautifully 
whipped in a few days.” To be perfectly careful in Confederate territory, Mc- 
Clernand stopped when within eight miles of the fort, at Itra Landing on the 
east bank, where he ordered his troops off the boats. He wanted to get his men 
on solid ground and a perimeter formed for defense, but the need of the trans- 
ports to return to Paducah and ferry Smith’s three brigades also factored into 
the decision. He sent Oglesby and Wallace inland, ordering them to quickly 
form a “line of battle before the encampment and fronting the enemy.” He 
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also reminded his troops, “the utmost discipline and most perfect subordina- 
tion are required and expected,” and told the officers to quickly “punish all 
depredators upon the persons or property of peaceful citizens.” 

Just as McClernand was sending staff officers to lay out camp lines and to 
reconnoiter the enemy, Grant rode up and ordered the division reembarked. 
Grant had taken the opportunity to board the Essex and plod against the cur- 
rent up to within a mile of the fort. The Essex, accompanied by two other iron- 
clads, fired several shells into the fort. “This drew the enemy’s fire,’ Grant 
noted, “all of which fell far short, except from one rifled gun, which threw a 
ball through the cabin of the Essex and several near it.” Grant had seen all he 
needed, especially with another boat drifting too near the bank and slamming 
into a tree limb. “We immediately turned back,’ he later wrote. A sailor on 
board the Essex simply noted, “found out range of their guns.” 

Despite such scares, Grant had learned that McClernand was positioned 
much too far northward; there was no need for the division to have to march 
eight miles to Fort Henry when they could be disembarked much closer to 
the fort. He went back to Itra Landing and found McClernand, ordering him 
to reboard the transports and resume the advance southward. McClernand 
immediately moved up the river to Bailey’s Landing, only three or four miles 
from Fort Henry. McClernand began landing his troops a second time around 
10:00 AM and was finished by midafternoon. All was done under the watchful 
eye of Confederate scouts, however, Will Wallace writing his wife that “we 
can see the rebel flag for the first time floating over their forces.”” McClernand 
quickly ordered his men in line to move inland, which, he reported, “served 
both as a reconnaissance in force and as an occupation of the neighboring 
hills.”’* 

In fact, there were Confederates closer than at Fort Henry. The 8th Illinois 
with Oglesby himself was on the first transport behind the gunboat, and one 
[llinoisan remembered seeing “two mounted officers [who] came galloping 
down from the fort [Heiman], halted on the low bank a half a mile above, 
and surveyed us with their field glasses.” The leading gunboat fired its small 
deck howitzer at them “and they decamped with a suddenness that might have 
been taken for fright if they had been common soldiers.” More ominously, 
a local civilian approached McClernand on the east bank and told him the 
Confederates had “mounted pickets . . . posted hard by.” McClernand could 
also see Confederate scouts on the west bank of the river watching intently, 
until small-arms fire and especially “fa shell from one of the gunboats... 
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dispersed them and another party of the enemy in sight farther up the river.” 
He also sent cavalry to the front to find the enemy, which they did, driving 
them back a short distance.” 

Meanwhile, the crisis feeling that accompanied the sight of the Confeder- 
ates ebbed as the infantry and artillery trudged up the ridge overlooking the 
river and went into bivouac, “prepared to meet any emergency,’ McClernand 
noted. The trek was hard on the men who had been up since before daylight, 
had landed, reboarded, and landed again, only to have to scale the heights, 
dragging their artillery and wagons up “by hand and the aid of prolonged 
ropes.” Safety was the chief concern, however, and to be doubly safe, Mc- 
Clernand ordered an artillery battery and two regiments southward to Panther 
Creek, where these units took a defensive position. McClernand named his 
armed bivouac site “Camp Halleck,” and there one brigade of Smith’s divi- 
sion under Colonel John Cook also joined him later.” 

Despite the nearness to the enemy, the bands tuned up with the “Star Span- 
gled Banner,” “Hail Columbia,” and “Yankee Doodle.” They even played “St. 
Patrick’s Day in the Morning,” which the listening Confederates of the Irish 
10th Tennessee at Fort Henry declared was for them. Will Wallace wrote his 
wife, “my quarters to-night are in a negro cabin, with my brigade bivouacked 
on the hills about me.” Having had no campfires since leaving Cairo on Feb- 
ruary 2, the troops were given permission to light fires and cook meals. The 
hungry soldiers ate heartily, having already used up their two days’ rations. 
McClernand was even able to wax poetic about the scene: “our camp, marked 
distinctly by its numerous fires, ranging along the crest and down the slopes 
of lofty hills and in the valley toward the river, together with the many trans- 
ports and gunboats which had come up and formed the foreground, exhibited 
a most grand and imposing spectacle.”” McClernand also wrote that the scene, 
“having been witnessed by the enemy’s scouts on the opposite side of the 
river, multiplied in their imaginations our numbers.””’ 

Not all could revel in the idealistic scene. The men of the 41st Illinois were 
none too happy about being connected to the regiment of Birge’s Sharpshoot- 
ers. One Illinois officer described them as “an unpleasant outfit” who “got on 
board ahead of us and took all the cots so half the Officers had to sleep on the 
floor.” Once on land, the Illinoisans had picked out a fine campsite only to 
find the sharpshooters had “worked General McClernand for an order moving 
us into a muddy cornfield so they could get our campsite.’ The sharpshoot- 
ers also maneuvered so that the Illinoisans “even had to haul the rest of their 
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stuff up the river bank for them.” The Illinoisans were finally able to get the 
campsite order rescinded by McClernand, one officer writing, “I hope that 
we have had our last to do with them.” The 41st Illinois was not the only an- 
tagonist of the sharpshooters, however; Henry Halleck wrote Grant: “look out 
for Birge’s sharpshooters, they have been committing numerous robberies. I 
have the Col. locked up in the Military prison.” 

Also busy were the transports preparing to ferry Smith’s division south- 
ward. After disgorging McClernand’s troops the second time, they, along 
with the Lexington and Tyler, returned downriver with Grant himself to Pa- 
ducah to take on Smith’s command. Smith’s troops were soon levied out of 
their comfortable camps at Paudcah, James C. Parrott of the 7th Iowa writing 
his wife as late as February 3, “you are not the only one who is enjoying the 
good things of life.” Parrott reported that the transports were late: “how soon 
they will come I know not, but we are looking for them hourly.” They soon 
came, and the division boarded, leaving only the 40th and 55th Illinois and an 
assortment of cavalry and artillery under David Stuart to garrison Paducah, 
the 52nd Illinois and attending cavalry and artillery being similarly left at 
Smithland. The troops loaded onto their steamers with an immense amount 
of baggage, one 7th Iowa soldier tasked with helping load the gear writing, 
“after a great deal of swearing by some officer about our quantity of luggage, 
and after throwing lot of it overboard we got off at 9 A.M.” The troops then 
made a much less hectic trip all the way to the forward-landing area, not stop- 
ping at Itra as McClernand had been forced to do. Smith’s troops arrived on 
February 5, landing some of the regiments on the west side of the river but 
others remaining aboard the transports for the night, particularly Lew Wal- 
lace’s brigade containing the 8th Missouri, 28th Illinois, and 11th and 23rd 
Indiana, which was, one Missourian noted, “about the last of the fleet.’’ Other 
troops also arrived, including the 4th Illinois Cavalry, which had been plod- 
ding down the neck of land between the two rivers from Patterson’s Ferry. 
McClernand noted that these troops had endured “a laborious march,” but 
they along with infantry sent out from Paducah had accomplished Halleck’s 
desire to place troops between the rivers. The 13th Missouri had also marched 
from Paducah inland and returned after three nights “in the open air, and hav- 
ing thoroughly explored the country between the Tennessee and Cumberland 
rivers.”””” 

With all on the move, the Federal high command was confident. As 
Smith’s brigades floated from the landing at Paducah and moved southward, 
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Grant was finally free of concern that Halleck might cancel the expedition. 
When he left Paducah for the last time he told Rawlins: “now we seem to be 
safe, beyond recall.” He also wrote to his wife, “I do not want to boast but 
I have a confidant feeling of success.” Farther south, McClernand was also 
feeling good, taking the daylight hours of February 5 to solidify his position 
and reconnoiter more ground toward Fort Henry. He certainly could not go 
ahead and attack the fort, because he needed Smith’s men to help on the other 
side of the river. McClernand accordingly probed forward cautiously, sending 
Oglesby and a “strong detachment of infantry and cavalry” forward to “re- 
connoiter the country between Camp Halleck and Fort Henry, the approaches 
and accessibility of the latter, and its position and various external relations.” 
Oglesby did so, leading the troops himself in conjunction with Grant’s chief 
of staff, J. D. Webster, as well as McClernand’s chief of staff and division 
engineer.” 

This scouting effort on February 5 afforded McClernand great knowl- 
edge of the ground, and it also not surprisingly found the enemy. A few staff 
officers ahead of the main body located Confederate pickets, who fled but 
soon returned with larger numbers. Oglesby sent his infantry forward but 
the Confederates suddenly appeared “in the rear both of our infantry and 
cavalry.” Oglesby’s mounted cavalry drove them away in a ten-minute fight 
that produced one dead and several wounded. This skirmish had a marked 
effect on the green members of the 8th Illinois, one of whom remembered, 
“we ran bump against their cavalry pickets who fired into us quite unexpect- 
edly. ... For a wonder they didn’t happen to hit any of us, but we got a large 
burly butternut with a shot in the forehead.” Oglesby’s skirmishing provided 
some intelligence, but not being able to get any closer to the fort, Grant still 
did not have a concrete idea of the Confederate numbers he faced. He amaz- 
ingly wrote his wife late on February 5, “what the strength of Fort Henry is I 
do not know accurately.”*! 

But he would soon find out. Now that Smith’s command was up and 
positioned as well, Grant could attack the next day, February 6. Orders went 
out, Grant telling McPherson to guide McClernand’s two brigades and one 
of Smith’s east of the river at 11:00 Am on February 6 to “take a position on 
the roads from Fort Henry to Fort Donelson and Dover.” These troops held 
the “special duty” to prevent escape from or reinforcement of Fort Henry, but 
also “to be held in readiness to charge and take Fort Henry by storm promptly 
on the receipt of orders.” At the same time, Smith was to leave his position on 
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the west bank and “take and occupy the heights commanding Fort Henry.” If 
not all troops were needed west of the river, Smith was to send the extra units 
back to McClernand on the east side to aid in the assault. Grant was careful 
to remind Smith that “the west bank of the Tennessee River not having been 
reconnoitered, the commanding officer intrusted with taking possession of 
the enemy’s works there will proceed with great caution, and obtain such 
information as can be gathered and such guides as can be found in the time 
intervening.’ 

There were, however, additional problems that erupted before those plans 
could be put into operation. The touchy McClernand objected to the words 
that he should move “under the guidance” of McPherson, and sent Grant a 
note explaining that the lieutenant colonel would not have any command 
authority over him. Grant had obviously meant that McPherson would act as 
a guide, so he no doubt rolled his eyes at the prickly politician’s note.*’ 

More ominously, a terrible storm system moved through the area during 
the night, causing the exposed Federals many more problems than the well- 
housed Confederates. “It commenced thunder and lightening as if the Heav- 
ens and earth was coming together,” wrote one I[llinoisan, “and the rain & 
Hail came down in torrents which made us like so many drowned rats in the 
morning.” Another wrote of how he and his mates had made nice beds of 
cornstalks but were soon swamped in their tents; “I could hear the water rush- 
ing around our tent,” he wrote, “and kept feeling down through the stalks with 
my fingers to see if the water was getting under us.” The already insufficient 
roads quickly muddied, obviously affecting the next day’s efforts. George 
Carrington of the 11th Illinois described the misery well: “as night came on a 
cold pelting rain set in and kept it up nearly all night.” With abundant wood 
and rails nearby for a fire, he laid a “platform of rails in the mud to sleep on,” 
alternating the soaked sides toward the fire. He could only remember his dry 
accommodations on the steamboat: “coming right out of warm cozy quarters, 
this night of weather horrors gave many a stout young man his death war- 
rant.” He added significantly, “but we kept our ammunition dry.” 

The storm’s effect was also felt on the river. Foote had been aboard his ves- 
sels running his crews “through the evolutions,’ cautioning them again not to 
waste ammunition that cost the government eight dollars per shot. Yet there 
was greater trouble brewing. The navy endured the rising river on the foggy 
February 5. Henry Walke on the Carondelet described how “the swift current 
brought down an immense quantity of heavy drift-wood, lumber, fences, and 
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large trees, and it required all the steam power of the Carondelet, with both 
anchors down, and the most strenuous exertions of the officers and crew, 
working day and night, to prevent the boat from being dragged downstream.” 
Perhaps more ominous were the Confederate torpedoes being washed along. 
These were white objects that Walke said “through the fog looked like polar 
bears.” The crews were extremely glad of the high water then, rather facing 
the torpedoes unloosed than in their original positions. That they appeared 
at daylight was even better because the boats could more easily dodge them. 
The crews, Walke noted, took the good fortune “as a presage of victory.” Nev- 
ertheless, a scare resulted as a now arrived Grant, Foote, and others examined 
a torpedo on board the Cincinnati. It let out a long hiss, which sent Foote up 
the ladder and Grant right behind him. The danger over, Foote turned and 
asked Grant, “why this haste?,” to which Grant jokingly responded, “that the 
navy may not get ahead of us.”» 

Despite the nervous joking, there was a certain foreboding as all knew 
what was coming the next day. Those left behind at Paducah prepared, one 
Federal wrote, “quarters of 1000 wounded.” On the expedition itself, F. C. 
Cromwell of the 12th Iowa wrote that, once their transports left Paducah 
and moved up the Tennessee River, “then for the first time we realized that 
we were really going to war.” As good officers do, some calmed their own 
and others’ frayed nerves; Lieutenant David B. Henderson of the famed 12th 
Iowa’s “University Recruits,” a company made up of students from Upper 
Iowa University in Fayette, went the extra mile: he described gathering his 
“Glee Club and telling the boys ‘Let’s sing and be merry for no one knows 
how many of us will be alive tomorrow night.’”*° 


The approach of Federal army and naval forces was certainly no surprise, 
but it still sent shock waves throughout the Confederate high command. 
Tasked with defending the twin-rivers sector, Lloyd Tilghman had a huge job 
and few resources. Word of the sudden appearance of Federals moving south- 
ward on the Tennessee River no doubt caused his heart to skip a beat. One 
Mississippian wrote that “we have been fortifying until we have rendered the 
place—I think—impregnable; and I defy the power of Lincolndom to take 
us.” Tilghman knew better.*’ 

The Confederate commander normally kept his headquarters at Fort Do- 
nelson, but in the days before the Federal advance he had ridden over to 


“THE GREAT WESTERN MOVE WAS TO BEGIN” 83 


the Tennessee River to examine those defenses along with Johnston’s chief 
engineer, Gilmer, who had arrived on his inspection tour. Both were busy 
inspecting the Henry and Heiman fortifications on the morning of February 3 
and felt a reasonable safety, so much so that Tilghman deemed it acceptable 
to go back with Gilmer to inspect the Fort Donelson defenses as well. He 
made a quick check to make sure the scouts out to the north on both sides of 
the Tennessee River verified that nothing untoward was happening and thus 
departed for Dover. He left Colonel Adolphus Heiman of the 10th Tennessee 
in command on the Tennessee River.*® 

As fate would have it, Grant’s armada appeared while Tilghman was away, 
leaving Heiman to decide what to do. His scouts first reported the approach 
of three gunboats by firing signal rockets from their position, which were an- 
swered from the fort itself. Heiman immediately called his cannoneers to their 
posts, and the guns were loaded and prepared for action as the steamboats at 
the fort fled upriver. Although the gunboats did not attack, Heiman received 
word that Federal transports were also arriving. He later noted, “smoke from 
several gunboats now became visible over the island.” He quickly sent vari- 
ous portions of his command to cover the numerous roads and landings on 
both sides of the river, especially the roads in and out of the fort and running 
toward Dover. Heiman also had his men set out torpedoes in one of the chan- 
nels of the river at the island, and likewise sent a courier to Tilghman inform- 
ing him of the developments.” 

To make matters worse, Heiman also had additional problems. At that very 
time the river was rising, causing major concern for the fort. The colonel 
noted that engineers had “a large force at work on the epaulements and [were] 
trying to keep the water out of the fort.’”’ He later described the problems: “the 
lower magazine had already 2 feet of water in it, and the ammunition had 
been removed to a temporary magazine above ground, which had but very 
little protection, but we had been at work day and night for the last week to 
cover it with sand bags and to protect it by a traverse.” 

At that exact moment, the Union gunboats began to steam toward the fort. 
They had previously shelled the Bailey’s Ferry area on the morning of Febru- 
ary 4, in preparation for McClernand’s landing, but now they steamed toward 
the fort itself around noon. Heiman ordered all troops except the cannoneers 
out of the fort and told the gunners to hold their fire until the enemy ves- 
sels came within range. When the gunboats opened up, easily reaching the 
fort, Heiman responded with fire from a rifle and columbiad. A defect on 
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the 10-inch gun’s carriage caused it to be shut down after one of the clamps 
broke and caused worry that another discharge would likely “upset the gun.” 
The rifle performed admirably, however, Heiman reporting that it “was fired 
in quick succession and with good effect,” one of the shells hitting the Es- 
sex. Eventually, the gunboats came nearer, and Heiman opened up with the 
smaller 32-pounders as well.*! 

Fortunately for Heiman, the gunboats backed off, leaving the fort alone 
after a duel of thirty minutes. Heiman was shaken anyway, and he continu- 
ally sent couriers to Tilghman “requesting his orders, or, what I desired more, 
his presence.” Heiman alerted Tilghman not to come without a guard, how- 
ever, and not to use the Dover road as it was probably blocked. As night ap- 
proached, Heiman was happy that he had held out, but was extremely nervous 
about the next day. He strengthened his pickets on the various roads and in 
the outward rifle pits and cast eager glances toward Fort Donelson for Tilgh- 
man.” 

Tilghman had been busy inspecting the Cumberland River fortifications 
on the morning of February 4, working with Gilmer to solidify “the field work 
which had been constructed for the immediate defense landward.” Gilmer 
also ordered better protection for the river batteries “by raising the parapet 
with sand bags between the guns to give greater protection to the gunners.” 
As they inspected Fort Donelson, however, the calm was shattered. The 
sound of heavy firing came from the direction of Fort Henry around noon. 
Then, a courier from Heiman arrived in the afternoon with news that Federal 
gunboats had been up to the fort earlier in the day and that Union troops were 
landing at Bailey’s Ferry on the east side of the river a mere three miles down- 
stream. Tilghman quickly made arrangements to solidify the defense at Fort 
Donelson and headed back west to Fort Henry. He took Gilmer along once 
more, Gilmer writing that Tilghman “expressed with some anxiety a wish that 
I would accompany him.” Tilghman also ordered three companies of Tennes- 
see cavalry under Lieutenant Colonel George Gantt to escort him. After the 
long ride, he finally arrived at Fort Henry just before midnight on February 4 
and quickly realized the dire situation he was in. “I soon became satisfied,” 
Tilghman wrote, “that the enemy were really in strong force at Bailey’s Ferry, 
with every indication of re-enforcements arriving constantly.” 

Tilghman took control of the situation as best he could. He found out from 
Heiman that he had sent scouts out on both sides of the river to “within a 
very short distance of the enemy’s lines.” Heiman had also sent a section of 
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artillery and a contingent of the 4th Mississippi out toward the outer works 
of the complex to cover the Dover road. Knowing there would probably be 
fighting, perhaps even the next day (he did not know Grant was waiting for 
Smith’s division to arrive), Tilghman organized the Fort Henry garrison into 
two brigades and a heavy artillery contingent during the night. Only two of 
his regiments had much experience at all, Heiman’s 10th Tennessee and Jo- 
seph Drake’s 4th Mississippi, so he used each one as the core of a brigade. 
Heiman was given the 10th and 48th Tennessee, the 27th Alabama, and Cul- 
bertson’s battery as well as Gantt’s battalion from Fort Donelson, making 
a small brigade of around fifteen hundred men. Colonel Drake of the 4th 
Mississippi was given the other brigade, containing his own regiment, the 
15th Arkansas, and the 51st Tennessee, along with Crain’s battery and an 
assortment of individual cavalry commands. This brigade numbered a little 
over twelve hundred men, although there is question whether all of the 51st 
Tennessee ever actually joined the brigade. The heavy artillery contingent 
contained some seventy-five men under Captain Jesse Taylor, who would 
soon be superseded by Tennessee artillerist Lieutenant Colonel Milton A. 
Haynes. The Tennessean left Donelson during the night of February 5, “at- 
tended only by my servant,” he noted, and arrived at the fort during the dark- 
ness and opted to wait until the next morning to cross the rising backwaters to 
the fort. Even with Haynes, however, Tilghman had less than three thousand 
men at his disposal to defend perhaps the most important piece of territory 
then in the Confederacy.“ 

As the long night passed, Tilghman realized his situation was even worse 
than he thought; all the infantry units that were needed to defend the fort were 
not even on site. The 27th Alabama and 15th Arkansas were currently across 
the river at Fort Heiman, and Tilghman judged that they could do little there 
and could certainly be used to greater effect on the east side of the river. Hei- 
man had thought the same thing but “did not like to take the responsibility” 
because Tilghman had earlier “stated positively that these heights must be 
held.” Now on site, Tilghman agreed with Heiman and calculated that “the 
extremely bad roads leading to that point would prevent the movement of 
heavy guns by the enemy, by which I might be annoyed.” Tilghman effec- 
tively gambled that he could lose Fort Heiman in saving Fort Henry because 
the Federals could not emplace guns big enough to do any damage at Fort 
Henry. He accordingly ordered the two regiments across before dawn, leav- 
ing only small cavalry commands on the west side of the river.” 
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One member of the 27th Alabama, who wrote that the green regiment had 
already learned that midnight long rolls were mostly calculated for training, 
was in for a surprise. This time there came “soft tones from the officers, 
who opened the flaps of tents and commanded, ‘boys, get up quick, leave 
everything except guns and cartridge boxes. Fall in without a bit of noise.’” 
The troops shuttled across the river, where they spent the rest of the night 
“propped up against trees, roosting on logs, and making all sorts of shifts to 
keep out of the mud.” As morning dawned, staff officers hurried back and 
forth but yielded little information except that the woods to the north were 
““swarming’ with Yankees.” One Alabaman wrote, “we felt that the time was 
at hand when we would have an opportunity of testing our double barreled 
guns and bowie-knives,” but there was a problem: “an inspection showed that 
we had left our knives on the other side of the river; not half a dozen could be 
found in the regiment, some were left sticking in trees where we had practiced 
throwing them, others on stumps where the last beef had been carved, but 
the larger part probably scattered about camps and in tents.” The Alabamians 
would have to rely solely on their shotguns.” 

Tilghman also concentrated other troops at Fort Henry. He ordered Colo- 
nel John W. Head to have two regiments and a section of artillery ready and 
if no enemy forces arrived at Fort Donelson by the next morning to move to 
a position at Peytona Furnace, roughly halfway between the two forts. There, 
he would be able to move in either direction and was to “act as circumstances 
might dictate.” Similarly, while two of the newer regiments were camped 
near the railroad bridge far to the south at Danville, Tilghman ordered them 
to the fort as well. The 48th and some of the 51st Tennessee made the trip 
northward and arrived during the night. Tilghman consequently had his full 
complement of regiments on site by daylight on February 5.* 

Yet those units were inexperienced, and only the single core regiment of 
each brigade had any skill whatsoever. Heiman, in fact, noted that all the rest 
were “new troops, who had just entered the service. They were not drilled, 
were badly equipped, and very indifferently armed with shot-guns and Ten- 
nessee rifles.” Perhaps even worse, the entire cavalry force consisted of a 
motley group of independent companies. “None of the cavalry had either sa- 
bers or pistols, and were only partly armed with double-barreled shot-guns,” 
Heiman reported. On top of that, much of the command was sick. Heiman 
estimated that out of the nearly three thousand troops present, only twenty-six 
hundred were effective.*® 
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Because of his plight of inexperienced troops and too few of them, Tilgh- 
man spent part of his preparation time begging for additional reinforcements. 
He realized that his best chance to get more troops was from Polk at Co- 
lumbus, and he corresponded frequently with the bishop. Tilghman let it be 
known that he needed infantry instead of the paltry cavalry Polk had sent, 
and he wanted only good regiments. “I don’t want raw troops who are just 
organized,” he wrote Polk on February 5, “they are in my way.” He also put 
another thought in Polk’s mind: “I will await your orders, or, what I would 
more desire, your presence.” Whether Tilghman was really desirous of in- 
struction or someone in a higher position to take the blame for what was 
evidently turning into a cauldron for defeat is not known, but Tilghman was 
on his own. Polk would not leave Columbus, and he would be of little help to 
the twin-river forts over the next few days.” 

Tilghman felt a little better because of the small number of reinforcements 
he had received, but dawn on February 5 also brought additional fears. He 
later reported that with daylight, “the enemy were plainly to be seen at Bai- 
ley’s Ferry, 3 miles below.” He also received frequent reports from his scouts, 
indicating “that the enemy was there in force even at that time, and the arrival 
every hour of additional boats showed conclusively that I should be engaged 
with a heavy force by land.” He added that the numerous gunboats “indicated 
plainly that a joint attack was contemplated by land and water.” Tilghman 
was especially concerned about his floating vessels, and made plans to have 
the five steamboats at Fort Henry moved southward in the event of an attack. 
These included the steamers Dunbar, Lynn Boyd, and Appleton Belle, which 
he had used to bring the Tennesseans from Danville to Fort Henry and also 
to ferry troops back and forth across the river. More worrisome was the pos- 
sible fate of the steamers Samuel Orr and Patton, used as stationary hospital 
boats at Fort Henry.°” 

With daylight, Tilghman quickly went about deploying his meager force 
as best as he could. Because he had left his staff at Donelson, the general 
had to appoint new staff officers to assist him at Fort Henry. As the sun rose 
higher and higher on what he thought would be the day of decision, Tilghman 
quickly decided that he did not have enough troops to defend the outer works 
of the fort. He decided to concentrate his defense around the entrenched 
camps of the 4th Mississippi and 10th Tennessee closer to the river. “The 
wretched military position of Fort Henry and the small force at my disposal,” 
Tilghman remembered, “did not permit me to avail myself of the advantages 
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to be derived from the system of outwork built with the hope of being re- 
enforced in time.” Moreover, troops in this position would be distant from the 
fort and the bombardment by gunboats if and when that occurred. Tilghman 
thus gave detailed orders and the “entire command was paraded and placed in 
the rifle pits.” He and Gilmer soon had Heiman’s and Drake’s brigades placed 
and Tilghman concluded that “everything was arranged to make a formidable 
resistance against anything like fair odds.” Gilmer remembered that the only 
personnel allowed inside the fort itself were “the men who had received some 
instructions in the use of heavy guns and such additional force as could be 
useful in bringing up full supplies of ammunition.”>! 

Once the long night ended, the daylight hours passed quickly and Tilgh- 
man began to wonder if the Federals were indeed coming that day. Even as he 
taught the cannoneers “with as much care as possible his duty in anticipation 
of the threatened attack,” by 10:00 am Tilghman decided to send out a patrol 
of his own to find out what the enemy was doing, guessing they were trying 
to cut Fort Henry off from Fort Donelson. He already knew that the Federals 
had been operating on the Fort Donelson road the day before, and so sent out 
cavalry to investigate. The cavalry soon met Oglesby’s reconnaissance less 
than a mile and a half out, whereupon they fell back. Tilghman decided to 
personally lead a larger effort and took with him half of the 10th Tennessee 
and half of the 4th Mississippi. He crossed the outer works, which were still 
defended by two companies of the 4th Mississippi—to which he added two 
more. By that time the Confederate cavalry had already gotten behind Ogles- 
by’s command, and the Federals had fallen back to Camp Halleck. Tilghman 
returned to Fort Henry around 5:00 pM, leaving the Mississippi companies 
still in the outer works.” 

As the sun slowly sank to the west on this shorter winter date, Tilghman 
realized he had staved off defeat one more day. Gilmer remarked of “it being 
quite apparent that the enemy would not attack until next day.” Consequently, 
Tilghman allowed his troops to be “relieved to seek food and rest.” News 
nevertheless continued to filter in that more and more Federals were arriving; 
scouts continued to report additional landings on the east side of the river, 
but reports during the night also indicated a heavy landing on the west bank 
as well. The enemy in fact was already approaching within a mile or two of 
the Confederate lines on that west bank. Tilghman ordered Captain David 
Hubbard to try to surprise the enemy, but during the night “the rain having 
commenced to fall in torrents,” Tilghman wrote, little else could be accom- 
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plished and both sides settled in for a miserable night that would no doubt 
bring action the next day.” 

Indeed, one Ilinoisan amid the mud and cries of “no bottom” was espe- 
cially observant about the next day’s activities. He noted, “there may be po- 
etry in war, but there is no poetry in Camp Halleck.” Even more observant, he 
simply remarked in his diary, “everything this evening looks warlike.” Lew 
Wallace certainly thought so, writing his wife on February 5: “for the first 
time in my life I write you ‘on the eve of battle.’” 
poetic in what he wrote, telling her, 


He was not surprisingly 


I linger over the good bye. I never said it under such circumstances. I have no 
apprehension as to the result personally —no superstitious dread. I only pray that 
I may do my duty tomorrow, so that if I come back to you, as I hope, and believe 
I will, it will be in honor and with another claim to the love which you have 


always nobly and faithfully given me in return for that which I again send you. 


D 


“ALTERNATELY MUD AND WATER 
ALL THE Way Up” 





“{Day] dawned darkly after a thunderstorm,’ Lew Wallace wrote of that 
dreary daylight on February 6, 1862, yet it would be a red-letter day in Ameri- 
can history. Numerous factors involved in the offensive effort would culmi- 
nate this day, not the least of which was pressure from the highest levels of 
government to do something. George McClellan had sent a pronouncement 
out west just a few days before urging that action be taken in accordance with 
Lincoln’s proclamation that all forces move by late February: “it is very desir- 
able to move all along the line by the 22d February, if possible,’ McClellan 
wrote. None of the other commanders were willing to do so, but then Grant 
and Foote were not just any other commanders.' 

The navy was obviously needed in this operation, and that caused more 
than a few officers and politicians to become nervous about the outcome. 
Lincoln himself took a special interest in the mortar boats, although few 
others saw any path toward victory riding these unpowered gun platforms. 
Henry A. Wise, in fact, wrote Foote, “Uncle Abe, as you already know, has 
gone into that business with a will.” Foote was not impressed. The most vet- 
eran commander on the twin rivers, Ledyard Phelps, likewise wrote that these 
boats might help but “are probably not absolutely required at either fort.” 
More to the point, Foote had no crews to man them, having to scrape enough 
sailors just to outfit four of his gunboats. Yet even those gunboats were ques- 
tionable, all wondering how they would perform in this, their maiden battle. 
Another problem was the river current, which would force the gunboats to 
breast the tide during battle, slowing them in the approach and effectively 
making them easier targets. The good news, however, was that if one of the 
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gunboats was disabled it would harmlessly float downstream out of danger 
rather than bob toward the enemy, raising the risk of sinking or capture. Hal- 
leck summed it all up when he wrote Buell on February 2: “it remains to be 
determined whether the gunboats are worth half the money spent on them.” 

The lay of the land at Fort Henry made the gunboats vitally necessary, 
however. The fort sat on the bank of the Tennessee River, and the intricacies 
of the layout and its approach also caused concern among Federal command- 
ers. They had not been able to get anywhere near the fort earlier as Confeder- 
ate cannon fire had disrupted all attempts to gain information or intelligence. 
The Federal commanders would be learning as they went.’ 

The Federals did know that there were two main river approaches to the 
fort. The mile-long, wooded Panther Island sat in the middle of the river just 
north of Fort Henry, dividing it into a main channel on the east and a “narrow 
and crooked” chute on the west. While the main channel was susceptible to 
fire for a greater length, the chute provided some protection for the gunboats. 
Even that was slight, however, as the fort itself sat on a slight extension into 
the river where it made a slim jog to the west, allowing the guns of the fort to 
fire directly down the long expanse of the relatively straight river. It was also 
well known that the Confederates had placed “torpedoes,” or mines, in the 
chute, but to what extent they would prove a barrier was questionable in the 
high water. If the torpedoes were tethered to keep a certain depth, then they 
would now be well below the surface of the water and below all the vessel’s 
hulls. A few had broken from their lines and were bobbing on the river, and 
the Essex rounded them up. One sailor on board described these weapons as 
“ether bottle[s] filled with about 40 lbs. of powder.” 

Just getting to the fort was thus problematic, but its defenses were also 
formidable. The major impediments included a layered defense consisting of 
three areas. The major bastion was the fort itself, a five-sided earthen strong- 
hold somewhat in the form of a pentagon. The sides were not equal, creating 
a more pointed angle to the northeast. Although made of earth, the walls con- 
tained many nooks and crannies, making interlocking fields of fire possible 
and a landward defense available from many angles. The one road into the 
fort on the southwestern face contained a drawbridge, which could be raised 
and lowered, allowing or denying access to the fort. Sandbags placed around 
the guns created embrasures and protected the gunners. 

Inside the fort were seventeen pieces of heavy ordnance, which Tilghman 
hoped would stop any Union advance up the river. The most common pieces 
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in the fort were the ten 32-pounders mounted on barbettes. Three faced the 
river to the northwest, with one in each angle of the five-sided fort and four 
more on the northern facade fronting up the river (not counting the one in 
the angle on the northwestern face). Three more faced the landward side on 
the eastern face. While these ten 32-pounders packed a punch, they were far 
too light to be able to stop the gunboats, having relatively small projectiles 
and limited range. For better firepower, the engineers had also placed the 
two 42-pounders and the 10-inch columbiad on the northern face looking up 
the river. Scattered about were various smaller cannon as well, including a 
24-pound rifle on the northwestern side fronting the river, a 24-pound siege 
gun on the southeastern face fronting the landside, and two small 12-pound 
siege guns, one of which also guarded the land approaches. Also inside the 
fort were two magazines, one in the northeastern and one in the northwestern 
angles, although river water was beginning to cause trouble for those. Like- 
wise, a flagpole stood in the middle of the fort, as did three sets of garrison 
quarters, two sets being made of logs and one of frame huts. 

The size of the fort was large, causing Phelps to remark that it was “of 
considerable extent and peculiar construction, and apparently ill calculated 
for defense against bombshells.” He went on to explain: “the area in propor- 
tion to the guns mounted is extraordinary, and gives a better field than usual.” 
Yet given the lack of experience with ironclads and the perceived strength of 
Fort Henry, no one really knew what to expect once an attack began.’ 

A second tier of defenses lay outside the fort proper and defended both 
the approaches to the fort and the log huts housing the infantry garrisons. 
A stockade ran from the fort to the river on the northern side, apparently 
intended to keep landing Federal infantrymen from approaching. A swampy 
slough ran along the eastern side; in high water this slough filled with water 
and made entrance and exit difficult, the road leading away from the fort 
crossing it south of the bastion itself. Along the road on the dry ground adja- 
cent to the fort sat one group of infantry winter quarters in the form of huts, 
with earthen defenses dug in a shielding manner facing the slough to the east 
as well as blocking the road into the fort. Just across the slough was another 
isolated area of higher dry ground surrounded by another swampy area. The 
defending infantry had taken this bit of high ground and created a second area 
of winter huts, likewise defended by a series of earthen works facing east. 
As a result, the second layer of defenses were rifle pits covering the infantry 
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encampment, where most of the soldiers had log huts but where other just- 
arriving troops also set up their tents.® 

The last layer of defense consisted of outlying rifle pits on the higher and 
dryer ground east of the fort, out of the way of the rising waters or swampy 
sloughs. There, engineers placed earthen ramparts to defend the roads that en- 
tered the complex as well as the northern approaches to the fort. As additional 
troops entered the defense garrison, they found that the room in the fortified 
middle tier was gone, so they pitched their tents just inside these outer works.’ 

Out of this defensive complex ran two roads. One was the northernmost 
road, which ran straight to Dover and Fort Donelson. To the south ran an ad- 
ditional thoroughfare, which connected with more roads that also provided 
access to Dover. As a result, the defenders had choices concerning move- 
ment, but this meant the Federals also had choices on how to make their ap- 
proach. Additional roads crisscrossed the area to the north, providing a maze 
of neighborhood paths on which the Federals could advance. On the other 
hand, all these roads meant that the Federals needed to close all of them if 
they hoped to seal off Fort Henry and capture its garrison and defenders." 

As the sun rose, all those questions had to be set aside, although not all 
the pessimists in the Federal high command could put their concerns behind 
them. McClellan in Washington was second-guessing the choice of com- 
manding officer even on February 6, writing Buell that if he were reinforcing 
Halleck, “ought you not to go in person?” McClellan also added to Halleck, “I 
will push Hitchcock’s case.” Buell in Louisville also wrote on February 6 that 
“this whole move, right in its strategical bearing, but commenced by General 
Halleck without appreciation— preparative or concert—has now become of 
vast magnitude ...and it is hazardous.” Similarly in St. Louis, a worried 
Henry Halleck could not help but get more nervous since the expedition was 
out of his hands. He continued the pattern of hedging bets so that the claim 
of victory could still be his but blame for failure could be laid elsewhere. On 
February 6 itself, ironically after the fate of Fort Henry had already been de- 
cided, Halleck wrote McClellan, “I was not ready to move, but deemed best 
to anticipate the arrival of Beauregard’s forces.””"' 

He need not have worried. 


I Beauregard’s looming arrival made any difference in the Union high com- 
mand’s decisions, his presence made no impression whatsoever on the actual 
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events. Beauregard had indeed arrived at Bowling Green, on February 4, for 
a meeting with Johnston. Significantly, he came alone, not with his fifteen 
regiments. Accordingly, one of the chief reasons why Halleck approved the 
attack was not even reality. For all the hype about Beauregard, Lloyd Tilgh- 
man awoke on February 6 with no help whatsoever coming from the Creole, 
or from anyone else for that matter.'* 

Tilghman spent the night of February 5 along with engineer Gilmer up the 
river on the steamboat Dunbar. He received word early the next morning from 
cavalryman Padgett of more Federal transports and an even larger buildup on 
the western side. Evidence also indicated further buildup on the eastern bank 
as well. Even worse, the navy showed every indication that it was preparing 
for action, causing Tilghman and Gilmer to quickly move to Fort Henry and 
cease all other traffic across the river. Colonel Heiman described the effect 
adequately: “early on the morning of the 6th heavy volumes of black smoke 
rose over the island, manifesting that the fleet was not to remain idle long.””'” 

At some point in the morning, probably while getting reports of huge num- 
bers of enemy infantry on both banks and seeing the billowing smoke of the 
gunboats on the river, Tilghman finally realized the unenvious position he 
was in. He later wrote of Fort Henry’s inexcusable position, saying, “the en- 
tire fort, together with the intrenched camp spoken of, is enfiladed from three 
or four points on the opposite shore, while three points on the eastern bank 
completely command them both, all at easy cannon range.” He added, “the 
history of military engineering records no parallel to this case,” complaining 
that “an enemy had but to use their most common sense in obtaining the ad- 
vantages of high water, as was the case, to have complete and entire control of 
the position.” Although admitting “the work itself was well built,” Tilghman 
concluded that he was fighting a losing battle.’ 

Even worse, Tilghman’s garrison was not that dependable either. In addi- 
tion to troubles among the regiments at Fort Donelson, causing some colo- 
nels to resign in protest to Tilghman, the Fort Henry commands were also 
in chaos. Captain Jesse Taylor described the 10th Tennessee as the “best- 
equipped regiment of his command,” armed as it was with flintlock “Tower 
of London” muskets that had been used in the War of 1812. The only other 
seemingly dependable regiment was the 4th Mississippi, but it also had prob- 
lems. The Mississippians were not used to such inclement weather, which 
was hard on their bodies; one member of the 4th Mississippi wrote in Janu- 
ary, “the weather here is colder . . . than I ever saw in Miss.” The leadership 
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in the regiment was likewise questionable, John T. Megee describing their 
older Colonel Joseph Drake as “the old crazy fool.” He went on to describe 
how “he is now being cussed throughout the whole regt as being the greatest 
old grannie in the world.” Worse, Drake had placed several men under arrest 
for minor infractions but when he released them, they denied release and 
requested a court martial, intending “that the world should know what kind 
of an old fool he is.” One of the arrested soldiers reveled in the fact that “we 
have the old fool scared half to death he thinks he has seen his last as Col of 
the 4th Regt.” 

Tilghman became so despondent at his situation and his lack of resources 
that he later claimed that he determined upon his strategy even that morn- 
ing. He claimed that the evidence he saw that morning “gave me no room 
to change my previously conceived opinions as to what, under such circum- 
stances, should be my course.” Tilghman concluded that with Grant and 
Foote bearing down on him and the water rising around him, Fort Henry was 
untenable and doomed. He consequently planned to withdraw the garrison to 
Fort Donelson for the major showdown, leaving only a token force to delay 
the enemy. Tilghman believed that “Fort Donelson might possibly be held, if 
properly reinforced, even though Fort Henry should fall; but the reverse of 
this proposition was not true.” Making his argument more sound, Tilghman 
related that Fort Henry’s fall would be disastrous and open up the Tennessee 
River into the cotton states, but Donelson’s fall would jeopardize the army 
at Bowling Green as Nashville would probably fall before Johnston could 
retreat south of the Cumberland River. Tilghman stated as much: “the fate of 
our right wing at Bowling Green depended upon a concentration of my entire 
division on Fort Donelson and the holding of that place as long as possible.’’'® 

Tilghman was not the only Confederate officer despondent about Fort 
Henry’s ability to withstand the Union assault everyone could see was on 
its way. Lieutenant Colonel Milton A. Haynes, chief of the Tennessee Corps 
of Artillery, had made his way during the night to Fort Henry but could not 
get in due to the submerged road. He opted to await daylight, but when he 
finally entered the fort he was aghast. Haynes immediately recognized that 
two major problems confronted Tilghman: the small number of defenders and 
the rising water in the fort, which was, he described, “on the point of being 
submerged.” Either was bad enough, but both made evacuation immediately 
necessary. Moreover, he was not opposed to vocally espousing his opinion: 
“upon hastily examining the works with Captain Hayden, of the Engineers, I 
gave it as my opinion that Fort Henry was untenable, and ought to be forth- 
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with abandoned.” Hayden gave the same opinion to Tilghman when he ar- 
rived from his steamboat that morning, but Tilghman had little time for the 
engineer and quickly set about defending the fort, “without consultation with 
me,” Haynes noted." 

Amid all the problems, Tilghman asked Taylor if he could hold out for 
one hour. During that time, he would get the garrison out of range of the 
gunboats and on the road toward Donelson. He realized the infantry could 
do little inside the outer works as they would still be well within range of 
the gunboats, so he put all except Taylor’s artillery garrison in a position to 
get away quickly while Taylor’s gunners readied for their sacrificial task. 
Consequently, orders flew out of headquarters; one started the process of 
“throw[ing] up earth to keep the water out of the magazine.” Another man- 
date started work on a “temporary bridge across the backwater.” Other offi- 
cers were active as well, Haynes inspecting the guns in what he viewed as the 
doomed fort. All the while, reports from Tilghman’s forward scouts alerted 
him that “General Grant [was] approaching rapidly and within half a mile 
of the advance work.” He also received reports that Smith west of the river 
was quickly moving on Fort Heiman as well. Tilghman gambled that Grant 
(McClernand on the east bank) would not venture too near the outworks and 
engage his troops because of fear of being hit by gunboat fire. Such was actu- 
ally the case as Grant had ordered McClernand to stop at the junction of the 
roads just north of Panther Creek. Tilghman quickly sent his infantry out the 
lower Ridge Road, or what he called the Stewart Road, but he decided himself 
to stay and defend Fort Henry until the last moment and then make his own 
getaway to Dover.'* 


Unknown, and perhaps unexpected to the worried Halleck, Grant and Foote 
had everything under control on the Tennessee River. While Foote was offer- 
ing prayers on his gunboats, the crews were getting used to working together. 
One Essex sailor noted the melding of that gunboat’s crew by force when 
necessary, writing, the “new part of crew has turned out to be good men 
when they found out that it was as Capt. Porter told the officer in charge of 
receiving ship that he had 40 that could hold them down.” It was the same 
with Grant, who had issued orders the night before for his two divisions to 
begin their marches at 11:00 AM the next morning to operate in concert with 
the navy against Fort Henry. That was an exceptionally late hour to begin, but 
Grant later explained to Halleck that “my forces were not up at 11 o’clock at 
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night when my order was written, therefore I did not deem practicable to set 
an earlier hour than 11 o’clock to-day to commence the investment.” Indeed, 
some units of John McArthur’s brigade of Smith’s division did not leave Pa- 
ducah until 10:00 Pm on the night of February 5, arriving at the debarkation 
point around 9:00 AM on February 6. Grant of course did not want to delay 
the attack another day, adding, “owing to dispatches received . . . I thought it 
imperatively necessary that the fort should be carried to-day.” Thus, the plan 
was relatively simple; as the gunboats engaged the fort, McClernand on the 
east bank was to cut off the Confederate retreat if there was one, or else storm 
the earthworks in a direct charge and take the site. On the opposite bank, 
Smith was to assault and capture Fort Heiman and then turn its guns on Fort 
Henry from across the river. If all worked according to plan, Grant and Foote 
would have sole possession of Fort Henry by nightfall.'” 

Preparations began at an early hour even though the march was set for late 
morning. Charles Kroff of the 11th Indiana noted, “at dawn of day we were 
all in a bustle preparing 2 d’s rations.” Kroff and the Indianans had managed 
to remain on their transport all night in the storm, but others were not so 
fortunate. Those who had already landed also rose from what slumber they 
had managed to get during the night. One I[llinoisan reported that the men 
“twisted and wrung out their blankets getting most of the water out of both 
overcoats and clothing.” More ominously, the flagstaff on the 11th Indiana’s 
boat broke as it landed and fell on the nearby 8th Missouri’s boat, killing one 
of the Missourians.’ 

While there would certainly be these kinds of hiccups to the plan, the 
Federal soldiers began their trek on time into what one Illinoisan described 
as “this outlandish portion of seceshdom.” An Iowan was more impressed, 
writing in his diary, “tread on the Tennessee shore this morning for the first 
time.” There was some anxiety as each waited their turn to move out; one 
Federal remembered waiting in line in the 20th Illinois: “Colonel [Carroll] 
Marsh lit a fresh cigar as he sat laxily on his horse, and asked if we could 
charge bayonets.” The plan nevertheless began well on the western side of the 
river where Smith was to take Fort Heiman. Smith had two brigades under 
his command, led by Lew Wallace and John McArthur, with his third across 
the river operating with McClernand’s division. Obviously, Fort Henry was 
expected to be much tougher than Fort Heiman, so the elevated troops levels 
were on that side. Still, there were daunting tasks on the west side as well, not 
the least of which was overcoming the effects of the massive storm during the 
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night of February 5. As Smith gave Wallace his orders the evening before, he 
“looked then at the sky and at the coffee-colored water creeping over the low 
places of the land, and added, grimly, “It will be a hard road—but we’ll get 
there.” 

It was a hard road. In fact, one of the major problems on the western side 
of the Tennessee River was a lack of a major road system. Some studies have 
conjured that Smith’s division marched cross-country through the woods, 
but Wallace and Smith both left evidence that they took a single road. Wal- 
lace insisted that “there was but one” and Smith described it as “shockingly 
bad.” Others confirmed as much, one 7th Iowa soldier writing, “the roads are 
in terrible condition, and men, as they march along cry ‘no bottom.’” More 
troubling, the route so near to the river was inundated with major creeks the 
division had to cross, and being that near the rising river meant that they 
were large and formidable, if not impassable, by backwater from the river 
itself. Ilinoisan [ra Merchant described how “we started in mud half knee 
deep. ... We had to make a wide detour to avoid back water from the river 
and then did not altogether.” At one point the column came to a slough that 
they could not move around so “the men plunged in cheering and yelling 
like tigers. They had to hold their cartridge boxes up to keep the powder dry 
The water was 200 yards in width And when we had passed out a halt was 
commanded to let the men empty their boots. After this we had alternately 
mud and water all the way up.” On top of this misery, no one knew what 
kind of resistance the division would encounter as it advanced closer to Fort 
Heiman.” 

Smith led the column forward anyway, preceded by cavalry and often ac- 
companied by a gunboat, which threw a shell into the area in front of the 
marching troops, “whereat the toilers in the column cheered,’ Wallace wrote. 
As time passed, the brigades slogged ahead through the tough and muddy 
terrain, crossing Bailey Hollow and then Shannon Creek. “We had to wade 
through water several times waist deep,” reported Charles Cochran of the 
28th Illinois of Wallace’s brigade, “but when we heard them fighting we did 
not mind being wet for we were anxious for a fight and thought we was go- 
ing to get it.” A Missourian in Wallace’s brigade noted, “we marched about 
21/2 miles wading streams 2 & 3 ft. deep of water & mud.” The march was 
so agonizingly slow, however, that the navy passed the marching soldiers on 
the way down to Fort Henry. They began the action quickly, and the sound of 
the naval guns caused immense excitement among the infantry; Colonel Isaac 
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Pugh of the 41st [Illinois wrote his wife, “you ought to have seen the boys 
and heard them send up the shouts of exultation at the prospect of the fight[.] 
they thought the fight was coming of in a few minutes.” Wallace reported 
that although he could not see the river, he could tell the navy was ahead of 
the infantry by sound, and also by the residual effect of the fighting that oc- 
curred once the navy engaged the fort. “Presently they were between us and 
the fort,’ Wallace continued, “that we knew because the shells of the latter, 
over-elevated, sailed roaring and screaming into the tree tops, darkening the 
air with fragments of limbs.” Ironically, the same thing was occurring to the 
Confederate forces arrayed south of Fort Henry. At any rate, Wallace noted 
that the “effect was to energize everybody in the march.” 

Time and terrain took their toll as the increasingly weary Federals slogged 
on west of the river. Another major watershed flowed into the river between 
Panther Island and the fort, necessitating a harrowing passage. “We came to 
a swollen stream,” remembered one 28th Illinois soldier, “and stripping to 
the waist and packing our accouterments on the muzzles of our guns, waded 
through.” Wallace noted the tenacity of the command, writing, “did a sheet of 
backwater spread itself across a road, or a bog intrude, or a tree, no matter — 
there was a cheer, and a rush, and the obstacle lay behind.” Wallace particu- 
larly marveled at his attached Battery A, Chicago Light Artillery “halloo[ing] 
their guns through a swamp without the loss of an inch of interval.” At other 
places, the command successfully constructed bridges to get across.”* 

There were also messages from Grant that affected the column west of the 
river. Watching aboard the steamboat Brown, Grant took stock of all incom- 
ing information and disseminated it to the proper places. During the day, he 
wrote to Smith: “a prisoner just in states that all the Troops from, the West 
bank of the river have been withdrawn to Fort Henry. It would be well to send 
Cavalry forward as rapidly as possible to ascertain, if such is the fact, and to 
save as much march as possible of such of your troops as may be required 
to cross to the east bank of the river. The tents of an Alabama Regt. are said 
to be left standing, but . . . are not occupied by troops.’ 

Even as the gunboat battle was taking place, the infantry column continu- 
ally made its way southward and eventually emerged in front of Fort Heiman. 
There, they saw the formidable-looking Confederate fort on the highest hill 
in sight, the trees all around it cut down to provide a good field of fire for 
the defenders. Smith rode with Wallace at the head of the column, with only 
cavalry to the front. He often stopped to listen to the quieting cannonading 
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on the river, making him wonder if it was because the navy had reduced the 
fort or the fort had driven away the navy. Wallace recommended sending a 
regiment toward Fort Heiman, but Smith refused and led the entire column 
southward once more. After another stop, a mounted Federal approached 
Smith and reported the fort evacuated. Smith retorted, “how do you know?” 
The cavalryman blurted, “I have been in.” A chagrined Smith quickly turned 
to Wallace and quipped, “it is just as well. Move on and take possession.” 
One disappointed Missourian noted there “was not but one volley of muskets 
fired,” and another Federal noted that they only “caught a glimpse of the rebel 
cavalry retreating as we came in sight.’ 

Isaac Pugh of the 41st Illinois was relieved, afraid as he was that the Feder- 
als would run into harsh resistance. The earthworks he found told him it could 
have been so: “they had no guns in the fort but had long Trenches made to 
protect the men from our attack but we approached on them from the side that 
was not protected and they run and left everything they had.” Lew Wallace 
corroborated this account, writing his wife, “by purest accident I directed the 
head of my column by a road which turned the enemy’s works.” Wallace re- 
lated that the enemy had fled only a few minutes prior to his arrival, and Pugh 
noted the disappointment among the troops; many of the men were chagrined 
“a little that the Boats done all the work at the fort & the enemy run away on 
this side.” He added, “I expect they will have their curiosity satisfied before 
this thing is settled.’””*’ 

The Confederates had indeed left, Heiman having taken his command east 
of the river a day or so earlier and the few remaining cavalry evacuating upon 
the arrival of Smith’s forward troopers. Therefore, the heaviest firing west of 
the river came, as one 7th Iowa soldier described it, when “a flock of sheep 
came near our bivouac, and our men commenced firing as though it was a 
battle.” He added, “our Col. stops it, though but few sheep were killed.’”’ Most 
of the Federals were indeed disappointed at the lack of Confederate targets. 
Charles Cochran wrote his mother, “we was put in line of battle three times 
but had no fight as they give up and run before we got up here.” A Missou- 
rian in Wallace’s brigade similarly wrote, “instead of resistance, which we 
expected, what was our surprise to find it entirely deserted.” He went on to 
say, “their cowardly legs got the better of them,” and 


we did not get a shot at them. They were cooking dinner when the cannonading 


began and ran away leaving it on the fire. It was very nicely cooked when we got 
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here and if it was Secesh, tasted well. We found many of their letters, some only 
half finished when the panic seized them. If they had whipped the Yankees the 
way they told their friends they intended doing, we would have fared badly, but 
they didn’t.” 


The surprised Federals west of the river, now totally safe, began to fan out 
and explore, finding all sorts of interesting items. Many soldiers swarmed 
over the earthworks, some declaring that the installation was very stout and 
that it would have been defensible had the Confederates chosen to defend it. 
[llinoisan James Drish described Fort Heiman as “a splendid fortification on 
the opposite side of the river on a high bluff a natural fortification that I would 
consider almost impregnable.” Others found more of what the Confederates 
had left; Ira Merchant wrote home that “appearances indicated that they left 
in haste dinners were on the fire cooking, clothing hung out to dry, beeves 
half dressed in the slaughter house and everything lying around in admirable 
disorder.” He was especially enthralled by the many long Bowie knives “with 
which the doughty heroes of C.S.A. had calculated to disembowel the d-d 
abolitionists.” Another noted they found enough lances at Fort Heiman “to 
arm a regiment.” 

The generals soon arrived and explored the camp and fort as well, Wallace 
riding over the parapet and noting that although the fort was not completed, 
“a stiff fight could have been made from it.” Wallace immediately went to a 
large tent in the center that he soon learned had been Heiman’s headquarters. 
He found a number of papers on a table, indicating a hasty withdrawal, and 
a prepared but uneaten feast confirmed as much. Wallace found a “block of 
fresh pork ‘done to a turn,’” as well as freshly baked cornbread, hot coffee, 
and other delicacies just waiting to be eaten. He notified Smith, who “upon 
invitation, came and shared my good-fortune.” The two generals had a lively 
time, but remembered their benefactor in all the celebration: “the absence 
of Colonel Heiman was never more sincerely regretted,” Wallace wrote, but 
“out of a small contribution foraged from General Smith’s right pistol-holster 
we drank the excellent German’s health.”*° 


Matters did not go quite so swimmingly for the Union infantry on the other 
side of the river. Obviously, Fort Henry was the major prize, Heiman being 
only a secondary and supporting bastion, and that brought the attention of the 
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navy mainly to the eastern side of the river. Thus, competition soon devel- 
oped between the branches as to who would actually capture the fort. Given 
the major storm systems that had moved through the area the night before, the 
abundance of water only aided one of those branches. While the additional 
water may have added to the already growing torrent that was the Tennessee 
River, that in and of itself did not hinder the navy’s efforts, and may in fact 
have aided it. Conversely, the major rains played havoc with McClernand’s 
infantry as they slogged their way southward toward Fort Henry. One Con- 
federate colonel declared, “I suppose the heavy rains which fell last night will 
embarrass their operations,” but not if McClernand could help it... and if 
there was glory to be had.”! 

McClernand put his troops in motion in accordance with Grant’s instruc- 
tion at 11:00 AM. Realizing that the way would be dreary and slow, it is hard 
to imagine McClernand not pushing for an earlier departure, with glory, after 
all, on the line. Later, McClernand used every excuse he could to explain the 
slow march, in this case legitimate, especially with the artillery of Schwartz’s, 
Dresser’s, McAllister’s, and Taylor’s batteries in the column. “Notwithstand- 
ing the heavy rains throughout the previous night, which found my division 
without tents and ill prepared for exposure,’ McClernand reported, he sent 
his men forward “so as to enable the different brigades and arms of my com- 
mand to afford mutual support in case of an attack.” Halts were frequent, 
however, especially when the large guns from the ironclads opened up. One 
[llinoisan noted, “we halted for a short time and then moved on as fast as pos- 
sible and that was not very fast for we had to guard the artillery and the roads 
being very muddy and the artillery very heavy and teams rather light.” An 
[llinoisan remarked observantly, “it is evident the way the artillery is miring 
down, that it will only be a naval battle.” Indeed, one [llinoisan in Taylor’s 
battery reported “mud to the hubs of our carriages.” 

The advance nevertheless moved determinably southward on the main 
road to the fort. Once having moved eastward to the main road from Itra 
Landing, McClernand’s division took a right turn and moved southward across 
the cultivated bottom of Hughes Creek, causing one Iowan to complain, “we 
took a circuitous route so that we had to go ten or twelve miles to get five, 
and such a road— mud, mud, mud, mud creek almost up to our knees.” David 
Reed of the 12th Iowa described how they were “hurried rapidly forward 
over ground very soft and difficult, much of the way entirely without road, 
crossing rapid streams on single foot logs, in this way stringing the regiment 
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out and then double quicking to close up until all were perfectly exhausted.” 
On the high ground on the south side of Hughes Creek, from which the Fed- 
erals could at times “see the fort through the smoke,” the road split into two 
parallel routes, one running closer to the river across several small branches 
and the other running through dense woods on higher ground to the east. The 
two crossed Panther Creek separately and rejoined south of that watershed, 
but another road branched off the eastern route just north of Panther Creek at 
farmer Boyd’s place and ran toward Dover. Grant had ordered McClernand 
to halt his column at the junction of those roads just north of Panther Creek, 
obviously to secure the junction as well as to provide a defensible area over- 
looking the creek bottom to the south.*’ 

Unfortunately, McClernand’s troops found these roads far too wet and 
muddy to allow any rapid movement at all toward the important crossroad. 
“The little streams through this mountainous country were swollen to rivers 
nearly,” staff officer Rumsey wrote, “making them hard to ford. The land is 
also very springy, so that after 2 or 3 pieces had passed over the horses would 
sink clear to their bellies.’ McClernand estimated the circuitous route to the 
fort from his landing site at Bailey’s to be roughly eight miles, and the divi- 
sion and John Cook’s attached brigade of Smith’s unit had made only four 
miles by 1:00 pm. “The march [was] extremely difficult,’ recalled brigade 
commander Cook, “the troops suffering intensely from fording the numerous 
creeks, often wading so deep as almost to submerge their cartridge-boxes.” 
The infantry also frequently had to halt and help the artillery out of the “in- 
numerable mud-holes,’ whereupon Grant eventually gave the order to pro- 
ceed without the guns. One Iowan noted, “we started off in rear of the light 
artillery, but we soon passed the most of this and left it sticking in the mud.” 
Then other problems emerged. Cook reported that “the guide led us off the 
road about a mile, which had to be countermarched.” By that time there was 
additional trouble for the infantry, in the form of the loud noises they heard to 
the west. The gunboats had reached the height of their bombardment, which 
one I]linoisan recalled was “splendid music to march by,” but the infantry was 
nowhere near the fort as yet. They still had some four miles to go, and were 
already meeting resistance. McClernand noted that the sound of the navy’s 
bombardment, “being distinctly heard by my men, was hailed by loud shouts, 
and they pushed on with increased eagerness, hoping to reach the fort in time 
to cut off the retreat and secure the surrender of the enemy.’ 

As the afternoon wore on and the sounds of the gunboats waned, however, 


106 CHAPTER FIVE 


McClernand could tell something was up. “Suddenly all was still,’ remem- 
bered one [llinoisan, “and the question ran along the lines, ‘What does it 
mean? Is Foote beaten?’” Another related, “we did not know what was the 
cause of them stopping or what the result of the firing had been,” but added, 
“during most of the time that our gunboats were firing we were standing in 
line in a meadow some of our artillery having got swamped on a hill and we 
had to wait on it.” Either the fort had deflected Foote’s gunboat attack or the 
navy had been able to bombard it into submission. Either way, McClernand 
came to believe that an eager push by his infantry to surround the fort would 
be needed, despite Grant’s earlier order to halt the column at the junction of 
the road from Bailey’s and the road to Dover. Obviously, Grant was wor- 
ried about a flank attack from the Fort Donelson garrison, but McClernand 
seemed to have realized that the poor road conditions made that possibility 
remote. Plus, he had scouts on that road, who reported nothing of the sort. 
Then, when a rumor emerged that Tilghman was evacuating the fort, Mc- 
Clernand pushed forward his cavalry, reporting to Grant that “although the 
letter of your order required the halting of my column near the junction of 
the Dover and Bailey’s Ferry roads, some two miles from the fort, in view 
of the information already referred to [rumors of evacuation] I did not deem 
it within its spirit to do so, and accordingly pressed on.’ McClernand sent 
his cavalry “to make a rapid pursuit if upon investigation it were found to 
be true.”” McClernand’s forward brigade commander, Richard Oglesby, had 
already done the same thing, sending cavalry to the front and following with 
his infantry as best he could.” 

Still, the heavy rains had made an enormous bog out of the roads, and the 
march across the large Panther Creek bottom resumed only slowly. McCler- 
nand later described the paths as “the worst possible roads, cutting a portion 
of them through woods and bridging several streams made too deep for ford- 
ing by recent rains.” Certainly, the major creeks were formidable, especially 
the two large watersheds of Hughes and Panther creeks. Each of those also 
had smaller tributaries, which the various roads crossed, as well as smaller 
branches that fed into the river itself. As Will Wallace phrased it, “the roads 
were terrible — but notwithstanding this they marched & took the heavy trains 
of artillery over the worst roads I ever saw.’”® 

What McClernand would actually find at Fort Henry once he arrived was 
anybody’s guess, but indications were that something momentous was hap- 
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pening. Even the Confederates were realizing a culmination of events was 

taking place. One 4th Mississippi soldier manning the Confederate rifle pits 

described what was going on: “this was our first sniff of gun powder, although 

we had not fired a musket, yet the powder smoke was so thick that in many 

places the smoke hung like a cloud over the river and near the shore.’ 
What was happening within that cloud was the real story. 


6 


“A Goop Day’s Work” 





February 6, 1862, was destined to be an important day in the annals of the 
Civil War, but it also portended a major change in larger American and even 
world history. Troops marching against fortifications on land was nothing 
new; that occurrence had played out numerous times over many centuries 
on several continents. Naval forces approaching fixed-land fortifications was 
likewise not unusual, it also having been carried out previously many times. 
Even combined arms, with the naval and land forces coordinating their at- 
tacks, were not new. But what was about to occur at Fort Henry was indeed 
original. This time, the combined naval-land arm contained a new weapon, 
one never before seen in combat in the western Hemisphere. Iron-plated gun- 
boats were a novel addition to warfare. Commanders hoped the plating would 
protect the otherwise normal wooden ships from incoming fire while seeking 
to defeat a garrison by steaming close aboard. One newspaper artist, Alex- 
ander Simplot, described the ironclads by saying, “they are certainly a novel 
sight in these waters and appear well adapted for fighting purposes.” Whether 
they would actually work or not was anybody’s guess; this was the first time 
they had been tried in battle. Perhaps because of this fact, Flag Officer Foote 
spent much of the morning on February 6 asking for God’s help, writing his 
wife later that day, “I earnestly & almost agonized in prayer for victory this 
morning.” 

Even as he completed his prayers, Foote took no chances concerning the 
duties of the various officers under his command. Commander Roger N. 
Stembel of the Cincinnati wrote that “my vessel had the honor of bearing 
the flag and person of then Flag Officer subsequently Admiral Foote.” Foote 
called all his gunboat commanders together on this flagship that morning 
to go over the orders once more. It was even more dramatic when the big 
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gunboats began to move. The sight was one of grandeur as the low, black 
city-class gunboats and the Essex one by one moved with careful precision 
through the chute on the west side of the river between the Kentucky shore 
and Panther Island. The Eads boats looked so similar that even Federal com- 
manders could only distinguish between them by colored bands around the 
tops of the smokestacks. The St. Louis with its yellow bands worked its way 
through first, followed by the Carondelet with its red stripes. The flagship 
Cincinnati emerged as well with blue bands on its stacks, although the Essex 
was such a different animal that it did not have to carry any colored bands. 
Nor did the timberclads need differentiation, as each was originally unique 
before modernization and armament, and these boats retained their differ- 
ences even after fitting out for service. Items that easily distinguished them 
were the placement of the stacks and paddle wheels, although the Tyler and 
Conestoga were strikingly similar.’ 

Whether they knew the historical significance of these developments or 
not, the watching Confederates were concerned about their current troubles 
more than their place in history. McClernand and Smith were getting uncom- 
fortably close, but the main worries were the gunboats on the river itself. 
Billowing black smoke had been seen all morning, indicating an increase in 
activity, and by 11:30 AM the gunners inside the fort could see the first black 
monster poke its bow around the end of Panther Island. One by one, each 
emerged from the chute on the west side; engineer Jeremy Gilmer described 
how “one of the gunboats had reached the head of the island, about 1 1/3 
miles below our batteries; another soon followed, then a third and a fourth, all 
coming as nearly abreast as the width of the river would permit.” 

It was an awesome sight, one never seen before in North America. 


I did not take long for history to be made. The action began once the iron- 
clads established their parallel formation, around 12:30 pm. “Not a sound 
could be heard nor a moving object seen in the dense woods which overhung 
the dark and swollen river,” Henry Walke remembered on the Carondelet. In 
such atmosphere the gunboats began to move southward. The St. Louis held 
its position along the eastern bank, Lieutenant Commander Leonard Paulding 
barking orders and keeping the gunboat in line with the rest of the squadron. 
Next to the west came the Carondelet, with Commander Walke governing his 
actions by the flagship as well. The Cincinnati, with Foote himself onboard, 
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ran in line next to the west, Stembel keeping it in line against the current. 
Finally, Commander William D. Porter’s Essex held the western end of the 
line near the Kentucky shore. All faced southward toward Fort Henry, their 
bow guns ready for action.’ 

It was quite a bit of firepower, eleven heavy guns encased in armor bearing 
on the fort. As the second wave of gunboats, Foote also positioned the tim- 
berclad squadron under Phelps immediately to the rear, “astern and inshore 
of the armed boats.” Phelps’s own Conestoga held the center of the forma- 
tion, while Lieutenant Commander William Gwin and his 7yler ran nearer the 
western bank and Lieutenant Commander James W. Shirk’s Lexington was 
in line nearer the eastern bank. These three boats — although the most veteran 
vessels on the river with the most veteran commanders and crews, Phelps 
especially — were simply too vulnerable to be in the first line. They were also 
capable of firing arched shot over the ironclads and into the fort, which made 
their rearward position a logical place.’ 

“The fire was opened at 1,700 yards’ distance from the flagship,” Foote 
noted, “which was followed by the other gunboats.” Actually, although the 
Essex opened almost immediately after the flagship did, some of the boats 
waited to see the effect of the Cincinnati’s first shots from its three bow 
guns, all of which fell far short. One watching gunner on the Essex thought 
of Foote’s admonition not to waste ammunition and concluded, “there was 
twenty-four dollars’ worth of ammunition expended.” The flag officer had 
ordered his other commanders to await his own ship’s initial salvo before 
Opening up themselves, but once the Cincinnati began to fire, the others did 
likewise and sailors on the Essex claimed to have put the first shot inside 
Fort Henry. Inside the tight quarters of the casemates, the gun crews worked 
their pieces furiously as the huge guns forced the naval carriages back with 
each recoil. Each gun would then be loaded by the bore, run forward out the 
hatches, aimed, and fired at the Confederate fort. The sound inside the metal 
and wood casemates, the smoke, the sweat even in February, and the screams 
of commands and eventually wounded all combined for a horrible experience 
here on the Tennessee River. All the while, the various commanders kept in 
line with the flagship Cincinnati, which steamed slowly southward toward 
Fort Henry. “We approached the fort under slow steaming till we reached 
within 600 yards of the rebel batteries,” Foote noted. Captain Jesse Taylor 
inside Fort Henry described the effect as “one broad and leaping sheet of 
flame.’”° 
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That sheet of flame coming from the ironclads grew worse the closer the 
Federal gunboats moved toward Fort Henry. As the minutes passed, Foote 
pressed his flotilla forward according to the customs of naval warfare, press- 
ing the attacks home. One gunner on the Essex described the result and the 
need for adaptation: “our shells, which were fused at fifteen seconds, were 
reduced to ten, and then to five seconds. The elevation of the guns was de- 
pressed from seven degrees to six, five, and four, and then to three degrees.” 
Fortunately, unlike in the case of a group of newspaper correspondents who 
climbed trees on the riverbank but reported that “there was little to be seen 
but smoke,” the slight wind carried the smoke far enough away from the iron- 
clads to allow the gunners to view their shots. Foote was also able to gauge 
the ebb and tide of battle. What he saw was history in the making.’ 


By the time the Union navy approached, the Confederate gunners inside the 
fort, “eager for the contest” according to Jeremy Gilmer, opened up as well 
and Foote reported that “the fire both from the gunboats and fort increased 
in rapidity and accuracy of range.” Walke declared that the “wild whistle of 
their rifle-shells was heard on every side of us.” Taylor had assigned one ves- 
sel to each gun, and the return fire from Fort Henry was only slightly behind 
the initial Union fire, Tilghman writing that the enemy opened first but that 
he waited “a few moments until the effects of the first shots of the enemy 
were fully appreciated.” It is questionable whether the gunners valued the 
delay and resulting one-sided bombardment, but Tilghman soon gave the or- 
der to return fire, which the “brave little band,” as Tilghman called them, did. 
Taylor noted that it was “as pretty and as simultaneous a ‘broadside’ .. . as I 
ever saw flash from the sides of a frigate.” Tilghman noted that the Federal 
gunboats nevertheless moved steadily forward, “firing very wild until within 
1,200 yards.” Then, the bombardment began to take increased effect. More 
and more Confederate guns opened up as the gunboats came closer, particu- 
larly the seven smaller 32-pounders that could fire down the river. Some of 
the fort’s fire also went wild, as attested to by Union brigade commander 
Lew Wallace, who reported shots landing among the Federal troops marching 
southward toward Fort Heiman on the west bank.® 

The massive bombardment in both directions soon began to take a toll, and 
the carnage increased as Foote’s gunboats steadily bore down on Fort Henry 
and Phelps’s timberclads poured in what one Confederate described as “cur- 
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veted shot, many of which fell within the work, but to the rear of our guns.” 
The earthen fort with its protective sandbags obviously took the harder hits, 
with each landed shot causing damage. “Shot after shot was exchanged with 
admirable rapidity and precision,” one Confederate officer recounted, “and 
the enemy’s shell struck and exploded in every direction.” Even the Federals 
took notice; Walke on the Carondelet remembered how “‘we could occasion- 
ally see the earth thrown in great heaps over the enemy’s guns.” 

Problems quickly began to develop within the fort itself. One of the most 
disconcerting for the defenders came around 12:35 pM, when the 24-pound 
rifle mounted on the northwestern face of the fort, fronting the river but able 
to shoot northward as well, burst as it was being fired. The explosion killed 
or wounded every man at the piece as well as others on different guns nearby, 
and took the cannon out of action. Perhaps the psychological effects of such 
an accident were the greatest results. Engineer Gilmer watched and described 
how “the effect of this explosion was very serious upon our artillerists; first, 
because it made them doubt the strength of these large guns to resist the shock 
of full charges, and, secondly, because much was expected from the long 
range or rifled cannon against the gunboats.”'® 

A similar misfortune occurred at the huge 10-inch columbiad. A priming 
wire stuck in the vent while the crew worked the gun, perhaps too swiftly. 
Tilghman himself went to the gun when he noticed it was silent and reported 
the catastrophe: “we sustained another loss, still greater, in the closing up of 
the vent of the 10-inch columbiad, rendering that gun perfectly useless and 
defying all efforts to reopen it.” Even a blacksmith could not pull it out. Even 
so, Gilmer noted that the worker “labored with great coolness for a long time 
exposed to the warmest fire of the enemy.’ 

With the demise of the rifled piece and the columbiad, the fort was down 
to the two 42-pounders and the seven weak 32-pounders. Over time, even 
these additional guns began to go out of service. A “premature discharge” 
at one of the 42-pound rifles caused an explosion that killed three men and 
injured many more, including the chief of the piece. Likewise, a Union shell 
exploded when it hit the muzzle of one of the 32-pounders, killing two men 
at the piece and wounding several others. With so many guns going down, the 
artillerists began to doubt their success, and Gilmer even reported that many 
of the crews on the small 32-pounders “ceased to work . . . under the belief 
that such shot were too light to produce any effect upon the iron-clad sides of 
the enemy’s boats.’’!” 
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So many guns were disabled, in fact, that by the time Foote’s gunboats 
reached the six-hundred-yard range, Tilghman had only seven of his eleven 
guns able to bear on the river remaining in service. By a few minutes later, 
only four guns were serviceable. Making the situation worse, the cannoneers 
were beginning to slow down due to exhaustion after more than an hour of 
constant work at the guns. It was difficult work ramming down charges and 
positioning the huge guns, and even the hearty members of the guns crews 
were exhausted after such a long and uninterrupted period of service. The 
future was not looking too bright for Fort Henry.”° 


The only hope the Confederates were able to maintain was that there was 
also confusion in the Federal navy, some of it damage from the Confederate 
guns. It all began on the Carondelet, which tried to keep its station but unfor- 
tunately became tangled with the St. Louis because of the close quarters dic- 
tated by the relative narrowness of the river. Henry Walke on the Carondelet 
reported that his gunboat was “interlocked with the St. Louis a considerable 
portion of the time.” Another problem developed when the pilot rang up the 
wrong orders and an impatient Walke continually yelled in “repeated orders” 
for the gunboat to move forward. The pilot, Daniel Weaver, later explained 
that “the bell lines of our boat had been reversed by the carpenter a few hours 
before we went into action, and when I ordered to go backed the boat about 
the half length of herself instead of going ahead as directed.”’ Weaver also 
complained about the St. Louis “flanking against us on our port side, we being 
too near the flagship on our starboard side to keep away from her.’’* 

Much more damage came from the Confederate guns. Catching the gun- 
boats in their sights was problematic enough, as each gun had to be depressed 
and reaimed after each shot. Still, the gunners in the fort were able to hit the 
gunboats frequently as they came closer, and while many shots glanced off 
the sloping iron sides of the gunboats, many others registered and did dam- 
age. The worst case developed on the Essex. The Confederates recognized 
their success because they could see the gunboat drop out of line and float 
out of action downstream. Tilghman, in fact, reported, “this great loss [of the 
24-pounder] was to us in a degree made up by our disabling entirely the Essex 
gunboat, which immediately floated downstream.” Tilghman later reported 
that “a second one of the gunboats retired, but I believe was brought into ac- 
tion again.” Foote and his officers made no record of another disabled vessel, 


“A GOOD DAY'S WORK” 115 


even for a short time, so Tilghman could have misinterpreted a repositioning 
of vessels or even the Carondelet’s slight backward movement as a retreat.’ 

While the situation perhaps looked fairly calm from the Confederate van- 
tage point, the Essex itself was a scene of horror. At first, the methodical 
deliberation of working the guns had been no different there than on any of 
the other boats. One fourteen-year-old gunner carefully counted shots on his 
gun with a rusty nail, marking on the whitewashed bulkhead. Then every- 
thing changed. One shot went through the Essex’s “No. 2 port hole breaking 
the handle of sponge between Jack Rogers hands and cutting the top of head 
off young Britton, Capt. Porters secretary and Masters mate.” Then the shell 
went through a bulkhead and hit the worst place that a steamboat could be 
hit: the boilers. The boilers were extremely vital and dangerous, especially 
on warships. While not all of the exterior of city-class boats was protected 
by armor, the vulnerable engine and boiler section amidships was covered to 
cut down on the danger. Unfortunately, the Essex was different, and Foote 
sadly described how she “received a shot in her boilers.” The steam that had 
been under pressure immediately erupted, and ultimately scalded twenty-nine 
crewmembers and officers, included the gunboat’s commanding officer, Wil- 
liam Porter. He was badly scalded on the face and hands even as he com- 
manded in battle near the two pilots on board, James McBride and M. H. 
Ford, both of whom were scalded to death. There was also a contingent of 
infantry troops onboard, nine of whom were also scalded and four of whom 
later died. Without steam power from her boilers, the Essex was powerless 
and “necessarily dropped out of line astern, entirely disabled, and unable to 
continue the fight,’’ Foote reported.'® 

The suffering on the Essex was horrible. Many gunners were scalded, and 
fate was a cruel factor. The gun crews had just swapped positions so that the 
tiring sailors on the bow guns could rest. Those who took their place from the 
stern guns were as a result killed after only one shot in their new positions. 
One crewman described his initial reaction at the rear of the gunboat when he 
met “a crowd of men rushing aft.” Those to the front did not have that same 
luxury and actually had only one option for escape and that was out the port- 
holes; many went directly into the river while a few managed to cling to the 
outside. Porter himself had been near the boilers when the scalding steam hit 
him and his first instinct was to dive out a porthole. A sailor clinging outside 
saw him and fortunately grabbed Porter around the waste, keeping him from 
going into the river. The sailor managed to get him to a ledge and then to the 
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rear of the boat, where Porter turned over command with the orders to “man 
the battery again.” They did so, and once crew members could get to the 
scene of the now steamless boilers, they found a horrid sight. One saw men 
“writhing in their last agony.” At another point, he found a dead gunner “‘on 
his knees, in the act of taking a shell from the box to be passed to the loader.” 
At the wheel, he found the dead pilot “standing erect, his left hand holding the 
spoke and his right hand grasping the signal-bell rope.” Several who jumped 
in the river to get away from the steam drowned." 

Without power, the Essex began to drift northward with the current. A tug 
was soon on station to rescue the damaged gunboat that was still under heavy 
fire from the Confederate batteries. “The tug took hold of us and towed us out 
of range of the enemies guns,” remembered one grateful sailor, and the small 
tug brought the gunboat down to the anchorage it had just left that morning. 
There, a larger river tug, the Alps, began preparations to tow the powerless 
ironclad back northward for repairs.'® 

Despite the carnage on the Essex, the St. Louis, Cincinnati, and Caron- 
delet continued the fight, pressing ever forward toward Fort Henry. These 
gunboats took a pounding as well and casualties grew, the Cincinnati alone 
taking thirty-one shots, which killed one seaman and wounded nine. Foote 
later described the wounded “lying on deck groaning horribly.” Walke told 
of seeing the Cincinnati hit: “it had the effect, apparently, of a thunder-bolt, 
ripping her side-timbers and scattering the splinters over the vessel.’ Perhaps 
that was why Foote said that the “rifle shots hissed like snakes.” One of the 
shots came dangerously close to wounding Foote himself, who was encased 
in the pilothouse constantly signaling to the other boats to keep up in precise 
formation. “I had the breath, for several seconds, knocked out of me,” he 
wrote his wife later that day, “as a shot struck opposite my chest in the iron 
clad pilot house on deck.””” 

The other boats fared somewhat better. The St. Louis took seven shots and 
the Carondelet was hit “nine or ten times,” five bouncing off the iron on the 
bow casemate. Walke described how “their heavy shot broke and scattered 
our iron-plating as if it had been putty, and often passed completely through 
the casemates.” Other shots took away some of the rigging and plank work. 
Another hit the starboard bow under water, which could have been a disas- 
ter had the shot penetrated the hull. Despite the hits, no one was killed or 
wounded on either vessel. Foote noted that the gunboats “resisted effectually 
the shot of the enemy when striking the casemate,” and he was careful to pres- 
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ent only the bows of each boat to the enemy, thereby “avoid[ing] exposure of 
the vulnerable parts of their vessels.” Two cannon were disabled anyway, and 
one carriage damaged on the Cincinnati.” 

The Carondelet seemed to do the most fighting, as several sources gave to 
it the lion’s share of the credit for bombarding Fort Henry. Walke reported that 
the “aim was correct, their shot striking with terrible effect on Fort Henry.” 
One of the Confederate gunners inside the fort agreed, later stating that “the 
center boat, or the boat with the red stripes around the top of her smoke- 
stacks, was the boat which caused the greatest execution.” He was convinced 
that it was one of the Carondelet’s shells that exploded on the muzzle of the 
32-pounder, adding that the gunboat “at each shot committed more damage 
than any other boat.” In fact, he declared, “she was the object of our hatred, 
and many a gun from the fort was leveled at her alone. To her I give more 
credit than any other boat.’”*! 

All the while, the three timberclads continued their arching shot from the 
rear, taking a position on the eastern side of the river and firing southward. 
Each timberclad fired numerous shots, careful as Phelps reported to Foote to 
do so “without firing over your flagship or over the other iron-plated boats 
in close contest with the fort.” Most exploding shells were set with ten- or 
fifteen-second fuses, and many landed within the fort itself, setting fire to the 
structures inside. While the Confederate gunners seemed to concentrate on 
the big ironclads up front, Phelps reported, “we were at times exposed to the 
ricochet of the close fire upon your vessel, as well as to the direct fire of a 
32-pounder rifled piece till it burst.’ 


Despite the damage done to the Essex, Tilghman was growing increasingly 
worried as the bombardment continued. “He exposed himself during the 
whole fight without an idea of regard for his personal safety,” one of his staff 
wrote home, “by walking from gun to gun, across embrasures &c &c and he 
worked one of the guns himself for a time when his small force were worn 
out.” Yet such personal leadership could only go so far; his guns were being 
disabled one by one, his crews were beginning to drop from exhaustion, and 
the fort itself was riddled. “Many shot and shell were lodged in the parapet,” 
Gilmer noted, “making deep penetrations, but in no case passing through, 
unless they struck the cheek of an embrasure.” Milton Haynes added, “their 
heavy shot tore away the cheeks of several of our embrasures, throwing the 
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sand bags upon the banquette, and exposing our gunners to the direct shot of 
the enemy.” The Federal shells also set fire to the log and frame quarters in 
the center of the fort, and Tilghman’s men had no way to extinguish them. 
Then another problem emerged. Colonel Heiman had taken the infantry and 
field guns out of the fort to a safe position along the southernmost road, but 
there they stopped to await Tilghman’s orders. Although Tilghman had plenty 
of other worries, Heiman rode back to the fort to obtain directions. Tilghman 
later admitted: “at this time a question presented itself to me with no inconsid- 
erable degree of embarrassment. The moment had arrived when I should join 
the main body of troops retiring toward Fort Donelson, the safety of which 
depended upon a protracted defense of the fort [Henry].” Tilghman was torn: 
“it was equally plain that the gallant men working the batteries, for the first 
time under fire, with all their heroism, needed my presence.’’” 

It was crisis time for Tilghman, who recognized that “the effect of my 
absence at such a critical moment would have been disastrous.” If he stayed, 
Tilghman could also see disastrous consequences personally, including po- 
tential captivity or death. But the overall desire was to buy time for the gar- 
rison to reach Fort Donelson and hold out there, and Tilghman determined 
that he would be most useful if he carried on the fight at Fort Henry as long as 
he could. His presence would inspire the weakening gunners to continue on, 
he believed. That many of his officers and men inside the fort were begging 
him to stay solidified his opinion. Tilghman consequently ordered Heiman to 
send additional men to work the guns while he stayed behind. He decided that 
he “should fight the guns as long as one man was left, and sacrifice myself to 
save the main body of my troops.””* 

Heiman quickly rode away and Tilghman returned to his work. “No sooner 
was this decision made known than new energy was infused,” he remem- 
bered. Yet by that time only four guns were still firing and he readily admit- 
ted, “I could not well have worked a greater number.” When one gun’s chief 
became exhausted, Tilghman even leaped atop the carriage and worked it 
himself. “The general threw off his coat, sprang on the chassis of the nearest 
gun, stating that he would work it himself,” one Confederate remembered. 
Tilghman reported that he gave the Cincinnati “two shots, which had the ef- 
fect to check a movement intended to enfilade the only guns now left me.” 
Haynes reported that by the time the gunboats were within several hundred 
yards, even the 32-pounders “pierced their sides, tearing holes plainly vis- 
ible to the naked eye.” Unfortunately for them, that success, if it was truly as 
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Tilghman and Haynes interpreted it, was only short lived, and as the range 
between the fort and gunboats continued to close, the Federal navy’s shots be- 
came even more devastating. Tilghman reported, “the enemy were breaching 
the fort directly in front of our guns.” More notably, Tilghman also reported, 
“T could not much longer sustain their fire without an unjustifiable exposure 
of the valuable lives of the men who had so nobly seconded me in this un- 
equal struggle.” Time was beginning to run out for Fort Henry.” 

Tilghman was not the only one thinking of surrender, however. Major 
Gilmer was one who talked to Tilghman about “the propriety of taking the 
subject of surrender into consideration.” He had earlier tried to get Colonel 
Heiman to do so, but Heiman retorted, “I would not like to make any sug- 
gestions to the general.’ Gilmer went himself, but Tilghman upbraided him, 
yelling, “I shall not give up the work,” knowing that “every moment... was 
of vast importance to those retreating on Fort Donelson.” Instead, he hoped 
to restart the fight and find new men to man the guns, as most were too ex- 
hausted after nearly an hour and a half fighting to continue. None could be 
procured from the retreating army, however. “My next effort was to try the 
experiment of a flag of truce,” Tilghman reported. He hopped atop the gut- 
ted embrasures and waved a flag a little before 2:00 pm. The Federal gunners 
never saw it, Tilghman admitting that was because of “the dense smoke that 
enveloped it.” He jumped back into the fort to save himself and continued the 
fight a few more minutes, but even he soon came to the realization that his 
time was up.”° 

About 2 o’clock, Tilghman ordered the flag lowered. He had requested 
Captain Taylor hold one hour, but it was now nearly two hours after the attack 
had begun. But not all had gotten out, and Heiman was even back in the fort 
once more. He had not been able to get fresh men to aid the gunners but had 
returned to state his reasons, to which Tilghman responded that the colonel 
had not been in the fort when the flag was lowered so he was immune from 
the surrender. He sent him to Fort Donelson, and Heiman rode swiftly to the 
east. Others were not ready to give up either. Haynes heard the command 
to cease firing, which he countermanded. Then one of his gunners showed 
him the white flag. Haynes was sure such an order should have been “given 
through me as chief of artillery,” and ordered it lowered and “to shoot the man 
who ordered it.”” Not knowing Tilghman had actually given the order, Haynes 
was surprised when the soldier returned and said Tilghman himself was the 
cause. Haynes immediately went to Tilghman and confronted him, to which 
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Tilghman responded, “yes, we cannot hold out five minutes longer; our men 
are disabled, and we have not enough to man two guns.” Haynes replied, 
“then, sir, I will not surrender, and you have no right to include me in the ca- 
pitulation as an officer of this garrison, I being here only for consultation with 
you.” Tilghman merely shook Haynes’s hand and the latter departed, finding 
‘a horse without a saddle or bridle, and, mounting him, I rode by the fort and 
passed up the bank of the river, and swam the sheet of backwater a mile above 
the fort.” Haynes soon found Heiman’s retreating infantry and joined them in 
their march to Fort Donelson.’’ 

Ironically, the Confederate crisis played out as the Federal leaders experi- 
enced similar feelings. Although not known at the time, it was crisis time for 
Foote as well. He wrote his wife, “at a moment when it seemed as if we must 
be killed or sunk the big secession flag was hauled down and victory was 
ours.” A cheer streamed from the watching Union gunners on the Cincinnati, 
‘a yell in fact” Foote wrote, prompting three cheers from the other gunboat 
crews. The crews were so jubilant that Foote wrote, “I had to run among the 
men and knock them on the head to restore order.” He told one officer who 
was especially jubilant that “he ought to be ashamed of himself,” but he re- 
sponded that having expected to be killed it was a “cheer he could not help 
voicing with all his might.” 

As Foote steamed toward the fort to take possession, he encountered more 
problems. The boats seemed to be racing to get the glory, Foote yelling and 
signaling to halt so that the flagship could take the lead. The order for all en- 
gines to stop went out, which somehow occurred on the Cincinnati as well. 
About the same time, the Carondelet ran aground near the fort and was stuck 
fast. At the same time, Foote’s own flagship, now without engines running, 
began to drift downstream, giving the flag officer the momentary sensation 
that Walke and the Carondelet were moving ahead of him, something similar 
to sitting on a train beside another on a different track and being unable at 
first to tell which was moving. Walke wrote that an agitated Foote gave “a 
few sharp technicalities to keep his station.” When Walke did not seem to 
stop, Foote “in the midst of the excitement came forward in haste, trumpet in 
hand, and called out again and again to stop the ‘Carondelet’ (unaware of the 
fact that his own vessel was all the time drifting down the river).”’ Foote had 
a younger officer continue the harangue and, Walke wrote, “the pantomime 
transformed itself into a comedy; but a satisfactory explanation was finally 
afforded by the action of the gunboat, sliding off the bank into deep water.” 
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Cooler heads no doubt prevailed soon thereafter as officers on the Cincinnati 
shook Foote’s hand, and later the commanders of the other gunboats boarded 
to offer their congratulations as well.” 

After the flag came down, Tilghman sent his adjutant general and engineer 
out in a small launch to the gunboats. The two officers informed the sailors 
that Tilghman wanted to speak to the flag officer in command, and Foote sent 
Stembel of the Cincinnati and Phelps of the Conestoga into the fort to raise 
the American flag; their cutter sailed right into the sally port of the flooded 
fort, and Stembel called the act of raising the flag an “honor and unmistak- 
able pleasure.” They told Tilghman that Foote would receive him on his flag- 
ship. Soon thereafter, Tilghman took a launch to the Cincinnati, where he and 
Foote conferred on the surrender. Foote was evidently impressed with Tilgh- 
man, whom he described as fighting “with the most determined gallantry,” 
but added that it was “worthy of a better cause.” The two commanders agreed 
to a surrender of the fort, the general, his staff, and nearly a hundred prisoners 
(in addition to several killed and sixteen wounded in the fighting), as well as 
the sick on a hospital boat. Foote allowed the Confederate officers to keep 
their sidearms, and, knowing that his men, and he himself, would soon be 
prisoners of war, Tilghman also extracted a pledge that the prisoners would 
be “treated with the highest consideration.’ 

In surrendering the fort, Tilghman opened himself up to a great deal of crit- 
icism. Some came to his defense, such as John Burch, who wrote to Governor 
Harris three days later that “everyone compliments the conduct of Tilghman 
& all the officers and men during the engagement.” He added that “the blame 
attached to Tilghman is for surrendering instead of leaving the flag flying & 
running with his men.” Others were not so forgiving. One Confederate wrote 
from Fort Donelson four days after the surrender: “‘it is the impression of most 
every person here that Gen Tillman who was taken prisoner proved traitor to 
the south. It is said that when Tillman walked on board the Gun Boat to give 
himself up Col. Human [Heiman] of this place shot at him twice. I don’t know 
whether to give it any credit or not as we can’t hear the truth five steps here. 
But I will tell you what is the truth it was a perfect Bull Run on our side.”*! 

Others gained disrespect as well. At one point when an officer railed on 
Jesse Taylor for burning all important documents at Fort Henry to keep them 
out of Federal hands, a now arrived Grant himself happened by and cor- 
ralled the officer: “I would be very much surprised and mortified if one of 
my subordinate officers should allow information which he could destroy to 
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fall into the hands of the enemy.” Most associations were much more mild, 
including the renewal of friendships. Captain Taylor, the old navy man, saw 
many friends, among them Gwin and Shirk, commanders of the timberclads. 
Even C. F. Smith wrote his wife that he visited with “my old friend Genl 
Tilghman.” Tilghman was very careful, however, to keep the fact silent that 
one of his staff, Lieutenant William Jones, was the son of a former US senator 
from Iowa, George W. Jones, who himself had been arrested for disloyalty.*” 

It was certainly odd, this trying to kill one another and then renewing 
friendships as if nothing had happened. And there was a lot of both, one Con- 
federate calculating that there were 1,014 shots fired on both sides. Such was 
the essence of a gentleman’s Civil War, especially this early in the conflict.” 


Just because the navy made quick work of the fort and its garrison did not 
mean that major operations had ended. In fact, there was still much to do. On 
the Essex, for example, the wounded were in horrible shape but rejoiced at 
the news of the surrender. Porter himself “immediately rallied, and, raising 
himself on his elbow, called for three cheers, and gave two himself, falling 
exhausted on the mattress in his effort to give a third.” A similarly scalded 
crewman was so enthused with the news that he jumped up and exclaimed, 
“Surrender! [ must see that with my own eyes before I die.” He bolted up 
the ladder to the upper deck and shouted, “Glory to God” before falling back 
down; he died later that night. 

The land forces on both sides, one to get away and the other to trap what 
they could inside the fort and the narrow swamps leading from it, were also 
still on the move after the surrender. The shocked Confederate garrison 
quickly began to realize the gravity of the situation. All during the fight they 
had watched and listened. Richard L. McClung of the 15th Arkansas noted, 
“here I saw my first bombshell and heard the first cannon that I heard in the 
war.” Another admitted, “our appetites were completely ‘knocked out in the 
first round,’ empty stomachs no longer realized the vacancy caused by 
the absence of both breakfast and dinner.” Then tension grew as it appeared 
the Federal land forces would also be coming. “When we were ordered to pile 
overcoats, load and cap our guns, with suppressed excitement we awaited the 
approach of the enemy; but nothing more dangerous looking than trees and 
lagoons appeared in the direction from which we expected them to come.” 
Then came the cessation of the gunboat fire “as suddenly as it had begun,” 
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an Alabaman recalled, and the order sounded to march to the south, which he 
deemed “‘a little strange, as the enemy were supposed to be in the opposite 
direction.” The garrison marched southward along the river until 


it soon dawned on us that the fort had surrendered, and we were retreating — 
running from the Yankees! We who had so recently left home with visions of glory 
to be achieved on the field of batthe—of hundreds of Yankees to be slain with our 
*buck-and-ball,’ and our long-bladed knives steeped in Yankee gore, actually run- 


ning before we had fired a gun, or even caught a glimpse of a blue-coat.*° 


The reality of the situation similarly dawned on the Federals. McClernand 
realized that he had been beaten by the navy, but there was still glory to be 
had. Certainly, Tilghman had surrendered the fort to the navy and was even 
then in their custody, but McClernand could still make sure his division was 
the first of the Union army forces in the fort. While McClernand had a contin- 
gent of Smith’s division with him in the form of Cook’s brigade, there was no 
chance they would lead the way. McClernand would make sure his division 
was triumphantly first into the fort, and thus pushed on rapidly. “We came 
the last two miles at a double quick,” remembered one 30th Illinois soldier.*° 

Adding to the haste, there was possibly more to be had than just the sur- 
rendered fort. McClernand’s cavalry in the vanguard made contact with the 
enemy even as they were departing. A small contingent led by McClernand’s 
staff officer, Warren Stewart, first attacked the rear guard of the enemy, Mc- 
Clernand writing that they “boldly charged his rear while he was in the act 
of clearing the outer line of his defenses.” A larger, more substantial body 
of cavalry under Lieutenant Colonel William McCullough of the 4th Illinois 
Cavalry then took up the chase and soon had the Confederate garrison trau- 
matized even more. One Alabaman remembered, “when it became known 
that we were retreating the impulse to go faster and faster seemed to strike all 
of us at the same time, while the dashing past of small squads of frightened 
cavalrymen and an occasional shot in the rear served to accelerate our speed 
until short-legged fellows like myself had to go in a lively trot to keep up with 
the procession.”””’ 

Heiman’s Confederate command marched away southward toward Stand- 
ing Rock Creek, crossing it five times at “five deep and rapid fords,” Haynes 
reported. An Arkansan remembered: “we waded creeks— plunged mudholes 
ascended mountains and crossed ravines.” Another Confederate with the 
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measles noted he had to choose between the raging creek “running like a 
mill-race”’ and the Yankees, and he chose the “cold bath.” With the water rag- 
ing so fast, several men aided one another: “locking together, tall and short, 
by fours, we plunged in.” McCullough kept up the chase until nightfall, gar- 
nering a large lot of arms and equipment, “in short, everything calculated to 
impede his flight,” McClernand noted. He also captured thirty-eight prison- 
ers, along with killing one soldier. The same Arkansan described one small 
fight with the Federal cavalry; he and his comrades “gathered together on the 
apex of a hill to sell our lives as dear as possible choosing rather to die with a 
steady aim and face to the foe than a surrender.” The cavalry turned around, 
likely no more interested in dying than the Confederates. Heiman’s men then 
continued on their way to Donelson.*® 

The march soon became mass chaos. Gilmer, who had escaped Fort Henry 
on foot, wrote in understatement, “as soon as this movement was commenced 
confusion among the retiring troops followed.” The major prize left behind 
in the chaos was an entire Confederate field battery of six guns, Culbert- 
son’s Tennessee battery, captured when the miry roads and need for haste 
caused the artillerymen to abandon the cannon. Those six guns, added to the 
seventeen captured in the fort itself, netted a total of twenty-three pieces of 
Confederate artillery captured in the fighting that day. There was some good 
news, however, in the form of a two-regiment relief party under Colonel 
John Head sent out from Fort Donelson toward “Camp Tilghman,” but Head 
was probably not that enthused about helping Tilghman, with whom he had 
recently had bitter struggles, which had led him to contemplate resigning. 
Nevertheless, the small brigade met the retreating garrison near Peytona Fur- 
nace and turned back as well, the retreat growing more and more chaotic. One 
Tennessean under Head noted that most of the Fort Henry garrison arrived at 
Dover the next day “nearly all wet to their armpits... . Scattering men from 
all the regiments outstripped all and went in without any order, some two on 
a horse.” One of the unfortunate participants agreed, writing that they got 
into Fort Donelson “hungry, cold and mad.” The following Federals noted as 
much, one writing, “from appearance it was rather a stampede than a retreat 
for in their flight they threw away their knapsacks and some of their arms and 
left their things all along the road for several miles.” Another simply noted, 
“as soon as the secesh saw our forces coming they took to there Heels and 
rund in all directions.””” 

Even as the Federal cavalry harassed the Confederate retreat that afternoon, 
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McClernand and company rushed onward, hoping still to catch at least part of 
the Confederate garrison. One of the leading officers wrote how “I ordered a 
double quick and rushed with a shout to cut off the retreat but when I arrived 
at the Fort they had fled.” Many dove headlong into water waist deep trying to 
catch the enemy, all to no avail, one writing that “although we marched very 
fast through the mud & water, we were too late however to catch many of the 
rebels.” The troops strode triumphantly into the fort anyway, determined not 
to let a little navy luck beat them out of the glory of taking official possession 
of the fort. While Walke was in charge by Foote’s orders, McClernand arrived 
and took official possession. Led by the gigantic Colonel Michael K. Lawler 
of the 18th Illinois, McClernand’s first brigade streamed into the fort around 
3:30 pM, followed later by Will Wallace’s brigade, which had been stalled 
due to having with them “a battery of heavy siege guns and the aggravated 
condition of the roads.” Cook’s brigade of Smith’s division, with no chance 
at glory or plunder, trailed to the rear.” 

When they arrived, the Federal infantry found a thoroughly shot-up fort. 
Will Wallace described it vividly to his wife: “the effect of the fire on the 
fortifications here was terrible— guns dismounted— earthworks torn up and 
the evidences of carnage meet the eye on every hand.” Lew Wallace later de- 
scribed the same: “the devastation astonished me all the more when I recalled 
the short time in which it had been accomplished.” A staff officer wrote his 
father about seeing “a man’s tongue and an eye lying around loose, and any 
quantity of blood and brains,” and another confided that some Confederates 
were “blown to atoms” and that “it would be horrible at any other time except 
in time of battle which time it does not seem to affect a man.’”*! 

If there was any consolation, it was in what the Federals found around 
the fort, including what one described as “about twenty of the heaviest and 
best looking guns... that ever I saw, besides this we got 10 or 12 pieces 
of brass cannon.” The Northerners were particularly impressed with the big 
128-pounder, one Iowan calling it “a whopper.” Another noted, “they have 
thrown up breastworks enough to make five miles of railroad.” Individual 
items were much more in demand as the soldiers took possession of the tents 
and log huts that had been inhabited by the Tennesseans and Mississippians 
the night before and had survived the bombardment. Other Federals were 
more sinister in their occupation; one [llinoisan described how “we stacked 
arms and after breaking ranks the boys broke for the barracks to see what 
we could find.” Another wrote of how “we had a good time searching and 
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pilfering their camp,” one Iowan describing reading Confederate letters. An 
Illinois staff officer noted, “there was everything that can be thought of taken 
by the first ones in;— gold watches, splendid uniforms, blankets, a large num- 
ber of tents as well as barracks. Some I hear got 50 to 300 dollars in money 
out of officers’ trunks; one got 100 half-dollars.” Brigade commander Jacob 
Lauman, who was battling a bad cold, noted that the Confederates left so 
hurriedly that some of the men found “bread baking in the ovens and meat 
cooking.” One grateful Indianan across the river at Fort Heiman noted, “we 
have taken up our quarters this evening where the rebels were this morning, 
living on their ‘grub.’”” 

Numerous Federals also commented on the dead inside the fort, the first 
that many had even seen. While few in number, they were still badly mangled 
because of the bursting of the gun inside the fort. David Poak wrote his sister 
of the grisly details: “I saw 4 rebels that were killed in the fort[.] One of them 
had his head and both arms blown off, and his body burned black, another had 
his head blown all to pieces, another his neck was cut about two thirds off and 
the other his head was split right in to.” Some of the sailors also got a look 
inside, and the site caused these new warriors to take stock of what it meant. 
“On every side lay the lifeless bodies of the victims, in reckless confusion, 
intermingled with shattered implements of war,” one sailor wrote. “Our eyes 
then met each other’s gaze with a sadness, full of meaning, that forbade any 
attempt to speak, and, in the quietness like that of a graveyard, we walked 
slowly over the desolate scene.” 

Grant himself arrived within an hour of the time that Foote took Tilgh- 
man’s surrender. He then took command, going aboard Walke’s Carondelet 
to offer his congratulations to the crew. He later went aboard his own steam- 
boat, where some of the Confederate officers were brought. One observer 
noted the Confederate proclivity for show by writing that “the captured Rebel 
officers, in a profusion of gold lace, were taken to Grant’s headquarters.” 
Grant had numerous duties to attend to, but he took a moment to write a quick 
note to Julia: “Fort Henry is taken and I am not hurt. This is news enough for 
to-night.” His confidence, despite not knowing the strength of the defenses, 
was well placed. 

Even though Grant was in command, McClernand took the limelight. He 
placed Captain Stewart of his staff in command of the fort but surprisingly 
renamed it Fort Foote, in honor of the naval commander. One [llinoisan noted 
that it was renamed after “the commander of the gun-boats which shot it to 
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pieces.” That McClernand would give anyone else glory, besides himself, 
was remarkable, but he took the opportunity to write that his division “was 
the first of the land forces to enter the fort, and I may truly say for them it is 
their greatest regret that circumstances beyond their control prevented them 
from accomplishing their greatest desire, which was to cut off the enemy’s 
retreat and force him to fight or surrender.’ McClernand also sent out a flurry 
of letters to important politicians, such as Illinois Governor Richard Yates 
and even President Lincoln, emphasizing his own part in the battle. He even 
joked with Foote about naming the fort after him: “please pardon the liberty 
I have taken without first securing your concurrence, as I am hardly disposed 
to do, considering the liberty which you took in capturing the fort yesterday 
without my cooperation.” Still, McClernand had to give credit where credit 
was due. He wrote, “their hasty surrender without a more protracted struggle 
can only be accounted for by the terrible cannonade from our gunboats.” He 
could not help but add: “and their apprehension of being cut off from retreat 
by the rapid advance of our land forces.” Foote perhaps summed it up best 
when he described February 6 as “‘a good day’s work.” 

Grant calmly let McClernand swagger, but he took firm control. He was 
also compassionate. Will Wallace came down with a massive headache after 
the march and fighting, “the worst I ever had,” he told his wife Ann, “induced 
doubtless by long continuous exposure & loss of sleep & irregularity in my 
meals.” Grant took pity on his brigade commander; as Wallace wrote to his 
wife: “Genl. Grant invited me to take a state room on his boat & perhaps I 
will for tonight.’ 


The demise of Fort Henry came so swiftly that it took almost everyone by 
surprise. Grant even had second thoughts, writing Halleck, “had I not felt it 
an imperative necessity to attack Fort Henry to-day I should have made the 
investment complete and delayed until tomorrow, so as to have secured the 
garrison.” He added, “I do not now believe, however, that the result would 
have been any more satisfactory.”*’ 

Foote thought so too and reveled in the victory, careful to give the glory to 
God. “Bless the Lord who has given me the victory after a horrible fight of an 
hour and fifteen minutes,” he wrote his wife later that day. Others sent word 
up the chains of command, and communications about the event quickly 
spread across the nation. Grant himself crowed to headquarters: “Fort Henry 
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is ours.” Similarly, Halleck sent word on to both Buell and Washington when 
he received it on February 7: “Fort Henry is ours. The flag of the Union is re- 
established on the soil of Tennessee. It will never be removed.” Lower-level 
soldiers also wrote home, one [llinoisan writing that Fort Henry was “very 
strongly fortified for miles around” and that “the rebels have been at work 
here for 8 or 9 months, but [we] took it in one hour and 10 minutes.’ 

Grant even allowed Lloyd Tilghman to send a report to his superiors on 
February 7. “Through the courtesy of Brig. Gen. U. S. Grant, commanding 
Federal forces, I am permitted to communicate with you,” Tilghman wrote 
Richmond. He told of the disaster and noted, “I communicate this result with 
deep regret, but feel that I performed my whole duty in the defense of my 
post.” Many took up for Tilghman, Milton Haynes writing that “the fault 
was in its [Fort Henry’s] location, not in its defenders.” He also added, “we 
lost .. . everything but honor.” Nevertheless, Tilghman was now a prisoner, 
and his Federal captors sent him and his men northward. At the same time, 
with the Fort Henry garrison marching away that afternoon without securing 
any of its equipment, the Federals soon took all they could. One Arkansan in 
Drake’s brigade described how “my regt. left all of our blankets and clothes 
save the clothes we wore. As we expected on leaving camps, to return again 
after a few hours fighting. Yet we went to Donelson.” 

In all the flurry of correspondence that looked back at the news with either 
pride or disgust, one simple message got the most attention at Halleck’s head- 
quarters in St. Louis. Fort Henry was by no means going to be the climax of 
the campaign. In writing to Halleck on February 6, Grant nonchalantly added, 
“T shall take and destroy Fort Donelson on the 8th and return to Fort Henry.’”° 

It was the mark of Ulysses S. Grant and his bulldog mentality. The cam- 
paign was far from over. 
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“THE ENTERING WEDGE TO ALL OuR 





SUBSEQUENT SUCCESSES” 


Congressman Charles B. Sedgwick, chairman of the House Naval Affairs 
Committee, took the floor of the US House of Representatives on the after- 
noon of February 7, 1862. He wanted to share the urgent news he had just 
received from the Navy Department, and the clerk quickly read Flag Offi- 
cer Foote’s initial report of the capture of Fort Henry, including Confederate 
commander Lloyd Tilghman. Members in the chamber erupted, the official 
Congressional Globe describing “great applause upon the floor and in the 
galleries.” About the same time, Tennessee Senator Andrew Johnson rose to 
the floor of the US Senate and had the same message read. “I merely wished 
to have that dispatch read by way of refreshing the Senate, that we might see 
that the Union is going along,’ Johnson noted. Washington was abuzz over 
the victory.' 

Foote later learned just what a stir his short note had caused; Assistant 
Secretary of the Navy Gustavus V. Fox wrote on February 8: “your telegram 
came at noon and we sent it immediately to Congress, where it gave intense 
satisfaction.” Gideon Welles himself notified Foote that his note was “read in 
both houses of Congress in open session.” Another Navy Department officer, 
Henry A. Wise, added, “we all went wild over your success, not unmixed with 
envy, when the news came of the reduction of Fort Henry. Uncle Abe was 
joyful, and said everything of the navy boys and spoke of you—in his plain, 
sensible appreciation of merit and skill.” Even more celebration occurred 
later when Foote sent two flags to Welles, one of which had been “displayed 
during the action at the flagstaff in the center of the fort until hauled down as 
the signal of surrender to the squadron.” 
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The nationwide response was just as joyous, although some Federals at 
Fort Heiman complained as late as February 11 that “we on this side of the 
river, although only about a mile from Fort Henry, could obtain but little 
information until we received the Chicago and Cincinnati papers of the 8th 
inst last night.” George Templeton Strong wrote in his diary: “excellent tid- 
ings from Tennessee; Fort Henry, a rebel earthwork on the Tennessee River, 
bombarded and taken.” Some steamboat companies even planned excursions 
to Fort Henry. In all the celebration, Foote received most of the accolades. 
Fox, for example, wrote, “you are being rewarded for the trials and sublime 
patience of the labors you have given to your work, now crowned with vic- 
tory. Of yourself we all knew that the hour of trial for you was the hour of 
success.” Secretary Welles agreed: “the labor you have performed and the 
services you have rendered in creating the armed flotilla of gunboats on the 
Western waters, and in bringing together for effective operation the force 
which has already earned such renown, can never be overestimated.” Hum- 
bly, Foote gave his men credit, especially considering how undermanned and 
chaotic the preparations had been amid the transfers from one boat to another. 
He notified his men that their “brilliant services and gallant conduct [has 
been] formally noticed by the commanding general of the Western Army and 
by the Secretary of the Navy, conveying the assurance that the President of 
the United States, the Congress, and the entire country appreciate their gallant 
deeds.’ 

The navy’s new gunboats also came in for acclaim. Many had wondered on 
the eve of battle whether the gunboats would stand up to the heavy ordnance 
about to be unleashed on them, particularly with some vulnerable areas not 
covered with iron and with their patchwork crews. All worry was dispelled 
with the victory at Fort Henry, however. Foote wrote, “all the officers and 
men gallantly performed their duty, and, considering the little experience they 
have had under fire, far more than realized my expectations.” Grant like- 
wise noted, “the gunboats have proved themselves well able to resist a severe 
cannonading.”’ Even lower-level Federal infantry praised the ironclads, one 
doubting I[llinoisan writing, “our gunboats proved an entire success,” with 
another adding: “our gunboats have achieved something of which they may 
justly be proud and which I think will effectually silence the growlings about 
useless expense in constructing them, which have from time to time been 
urged.””* 

Not everyone was so enthused about the navy’s victory, however. One 4th 
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[llinois cavalryman complained, “the papers don’t say anything about any- 
thing but the gun boats.” While the navy accrued most of the acclaim, Halleck 
was not about to let the army miss any glory. He sent a flurry of reports and 
congratulations to Washington on February 7 when news reached St. Louis. It 
had obviously taken a while for the news to reach Cairo, the nearest telegraph 
line, but when it did, it spread quickly. Halleck wrote, “Fort Henry was taken 
yesterday, with seventeen heavy guns, General Lloyd Tilghman and staff, 
and 60 men, after a bombardment of one hour and a quarter by gunboats.” 
He also included word of the forty-four Union wounded, including “Cap- 
tain Porter [who] is badly but not dangerously scalded.” Halleck also sent 
Foote his warmest congratulations but sent no praise to his army commander 
Grant; few others did either. Only Grant’s native Ohio legislature sent their 
congratulations to both Foote and Grant. Still, all gloated in the victory, one 
[llinoisan writing, “they can say nothing more about Bull Run.” Lew Wallace 
noted, “altogether this is the best thing of the war.” 

Just the opposite feelings emerged in the Confederacy. Lunsford Yandell 
in Memphis wrote on February 7 of the news of the fall of Fort Henry: “this 
is a heavy blow upon us....God be on our side & help us.”’ War Depart- 
ment clerk John B. Jones simply noted, “Fort Henry has fallen. Would that 
were all!” The news hit Albert Sidney Johnston especially hard: “no reli- 
able particulars of the loss of Fort Henry have yet reached me,” he wrote to 
Richmond, but he was encouraged that the troops had escaped. The enormity 
of the disaster was evident, however: “the capture of that fort by the enemy 
gives them the control of the navigation of the Tennessee River, and their 
gunboats are now ascending the river.’”° 

Others were just as distraught. Tennessee Governor Isham G. Harris noti- 
fied Confederate Secretary of War Judah Benjamin of the disaster on February 
7, writing, “a large increase of force to defend this [State] from Cumberland 
Gap to Columbus is an absolute and imperative necessity. If not successfully 
defended the injury is irreparable.” Even Lloyd Tilghman was upset at more 
than his surrender. He asked Foote to correct his report that Fort Henry had 
seventeen mortars. Foote responded that he got several other things wrong 
in his official report, but he had not stated that the fort had any mortars. The 
“mistake, no doubt, arose at the printer’s office,” Foote explained. For his 
part, Foote wanted to give Tilghman the benefit of the doubt, writing that 
he fought gallantly and “I see nothing in him but admirable points of char- 
acter, except his perverted notions about his duties to the Union.” Others 
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thought similarly, one 8th Wisconsin soldier writing about their duty guard- 
ing the Fort Henry prisoners: “Genl. Tilghman is a very intelligent man and I 
was surprised to think, that so smart a man, should ever think of secession.” 
One 12th [Illinois soldier in Paducah wrote that Tilghman and the staff were 
guarded in a fine house on Broadway Street, and the people of his native city 
bowed to him. An Ohioan noted that some prisoners were kept on a boat in 
the river “guarded by a gun boat,” but others were in a house in town. “We 
can see them from our boat,” he marveled, “looking out at the windows.”’ 

Even worse, almost all in the Confederacy could sense the next disaster 
waiting to happen: Fort Donelson. “Operations against Fort Donelson, on 
the Cumberland, are about to be commenced, and that work will soon be 
attacked,” Johnston wrote Benjamin on February 8. Given the lackluster de- 
fense offered at Fort Henry, little could be expected of Fort Donelson. John- 
ston and indeed the entire Confederacy were at a crisis point.® 

Johnston was absolutely correct in his assessment that Fort Donelson was 
next, because the Federal commander was already thinking ahead. Instead of 
casting about for his own glory, instead of positioning himself for the greatest 
limelight, instead of making his own contributions obvious to all who would 
see, Ulysses S. Grant simply kept planning and moving, desiring to keep up 
the pressure and continue the victories. So came his notification that he would 
simply march over to Dover and capture Fort Donelson in a couple of days.’ 

Grant later sent a more detailed explanation to Halleck, stating, “owing to 
the intolerable state of the roads,” few wagons and “but little artillery” would 
be taken. Halleck was still scheming to replace him with what he deemed a 
more competent and experienced leader, but there was little Halleck could 
do now. Grant’s note did not arrive until February 7, and the chances of a 
Halleck order getting back to Grant before he left for Fort Donelson were 
slim if Grant moved on February 8. Halleck could only inform Washington, 
“General Grant’s infantry and artillery have gone to attack Fort Donelson at 
Dover, on the Cumberland.”!” 

That was the essence of Grant. Not caught up in the glories of victory, he 
continued forward, confident in his own ability. He obviously had to be cog- 
nizant of Halleck’s concerns, but in a classic episode of asking forgiveness 
rather than permission, Grant wrote, “hoping that what has been done will 
meet the approval of the major general commanding the department.” With 
that, Grant planned to be off for Fort Donelson and the next round of fighting 
in what was already a significant strategic campaign." 
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Grant’s casual mention of moving on and taking Fort Donelson on February 
8 shocked the highest Federal commanders, but Henry Halleck in St. Louis 
knew there was little he could do to stop Grant if he had already marched 
eastward. “I can do no more for Grant at present,” he wrote McClellan, but 
showed his nervousness: “it is the crisis of the war in the West. ... We are 
certainly in peril.” Halleck wrote Buell as much on February 7, stating, “I 
suppose the mud there, as it is here, is too deep for movements outside of 
railroads and rivers. The enemy has the railroads, and we must use the riv- 
ers—at least for the present.” Then he added significantly, “unfortunately 
our gunboats are badly disabled.” In his worry, Halleck could only shuttle 
new troops southward, hoping Grant would not get into more than he could 
handle. To McClellan, Halleck nervously wrote, “I am sending everything I 
can rake and scrape together from Missouri.” He also asked for any help he 
could get from Buell." 

McClellan was no more enthused about Grant’s latest foray than was Hal- 
leck. While congratulating Halleck, as if that general did anything other than 
allow the Fort Henry advance to take place even while distancing himself 
from it, McClellan toasted Halleck “upon the result of your operations. They 
have caused the utmost satisfaction here.” Even so, the new operations wor- 
ried him, and McClellan and Halleck continued to scheme to find what they 
considered a competent commander to lead the advance along the twin riv- 
ers; they obviously still distrusted Grant. At the outset, McClellan informed 
Halleck, “either Buell or yourself should soon go to the scene of operations.” 
Halleck countered that William T. Sherman outranked Buell and should have 
the command before him (“his health is greatly improved,” Halleck wrote). 
He also had another idea—one large western department with him in com- 
mand and smaller departments commanded by Buell and others. At the same 
time, Halleck continued to try to give Hitchcock the command. He wrote the 
secretary of war that since Grant, Sherman, McClernand, and a host of other 
generals all ranked from the same date “and each [was] unwilling to serve 
under the other,” he needed Hitchcock as soon as possible. Of course, the 
underlying issue was his mistrust of Grant for such a massive operation. “If it 
can be done there should be no delay,’ Halleck added, “‘as an experienced of- 
ficer of high rank is wanted immediately on the Tennessee line.” In the mean- 
time, Halleck himself planned to make his way to Fort Henry early the next 
week.'? 

Despite his concerns, Halleck continued to shift all the troops he could to 
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Grant to solidify his hold on Fort Henry and allow for a greater chance of 
success on the hasty offensive. Halleck had sent his chief of staff, George W. 
Cullum, to Cairo, he told Grant, “to give any necessary orders in his name 
to facilitate your very important operations.” As early as February 7, Halleck 
also sent the 49th Illinois and 25th Indiana to Fort Henry from Cairo and for- 
warded the soon-expected 57th Illinois as well. Several other regiments were 
also in the pipeline, including the 48th Indiana, 32nd Illinois, 1st Nebraska, 
and 2nd Iowa. Halleck also sent engineering tools for entrenching. All the 
while, Halleck cautioned Grant to face Fort Henry’s guns to the landside and 
hold the fort “at all hazards.”"* 

An additional reason for concern was the matter of the navy’s role in any 
upcoming operations. Although under army command, Foote was still a force 
within himself, especially after his glorious victory at Fort Henry. Unfortu- 
nately, the lines of authority were not always clear military lines of command 
in the mixed-up situation. The army officers had the authority but were loath 
to use it often, Halleck and Grant mostly “suggesting” what they would like 
done. Foote mostly accommodated, but a more contentious naval commander 
could have created great difficulty for the combined arms operations along 
the western rivers.’ 

In truth, logistics played a greater role in naval cooperation than did squab- 
bles over command. Foote’s strength was severely limited in the two or three 
days after Fort Henry, which included Grant’s target date of February 8 for 
capturing Fort Donelson. Foote had already sent Phelps and the three timber- 
clads up the river to the railroad bridge and beyond on the evening of Febru- 
ary 6; when he would return was anybody’s guess, but he certainly would not 
be able to get back in time to make his way out of the Tennessee River and 
up the Cumberland by February 8 to support Grant. Likewise, two of Foote’s 
ironclads had been damaged and the flag officer himself left Fort Henry that 
same evening bound for Cairo and repairs. Foote had remained at the fort 
for only three hours or so, never even entering the works, and left the same 
afternoon with the damaged Cincinnati and Essex; the St. Louis eventually 
made its way back to Cairo as well. Then too, Foote was already showing 
peskiness. The Essex was so badly hit that it needed towing, so Commander 
Porter sent a note to Grant asking permission for the Alps to tow her. Foote 
responded that the request should go through him, but allowed the towing 
anyway, only asking that they all go down to Cairo together: “as I am going 
down to-night, I wish you to remain till this vessel reaches you, as we are so 
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badly cut up I do not like to go down alone.” Foote and company accordingly 
left that evening, dropping critically wounded and scalded sailors off at both 
Paducah and Mound City. The flotilla arrived at Cairo on February 7, the 
gunboats, one sailor writing, “came down with the rebel colors flying under 
the American flag.” It was no doubt quite a sight, but the gunboats themselves 
stole the show; one amazed 2nd Iowa soldier viewed the ironclads and wrote 
that “they are riddled considerable.” They certainly were, and Foote notified 
the Navy Department that repairs on the two gunboats would require ten days 
(actually, the Essex would have to return all the way to St. Louis for repairs). 
That left only the Carondelet and St. Louis operable, and one was needed to 
guard Fort Henry. As a result, only one active gunboat was able to make its 
way to Fort Donelson, unless more were sent from Cairo. However, none 
could be on station in the Cumberland by February 8. If Grant was hoping 
for naval support for his quick advance, he certainly would not get it by his 
desired date. Something had to give.'® 


A major reason that naval support for an operation against Fort Donelson 
was not available on February 8 was because a large portion of Foote’s flo- 
tilla, the entire timberclad division under Seth Ledyard Phelps, was gone. 
Federal efforts in the hours and days after the capture of Fort Henry were 
more than reorganizational. There occurred one major Union offensive that 
proved to have long-lasting implications, carrying the war into places little 
dreamed of just days before."’ 

Flag Officer Foote had issued instructions to his most veteran naval com- 
mander even prior to the attack on Fort Henry to continue up the Tennessee 
River once the victory was won. Phelps was just the man for the job, having 
been up and down each of the rivers from Columbus to the twin forts numer- 
ous times throughout the previous fall and winter. Although of lower rank 
than others, Phelps had a solid division of the three timberclads. In fact, Foote 
had slotted Phelps to take over the ironclad Cairo until the arrival of Lieuten- 
ant Nathaniel C. Bryant, who outranked Phelps, hindered the promotion and 
Phelps had to stay abroad the Conestoga. It was a good thing for Foote, as 
Phelps would now make a raid that would cause the Confederacy to tremble."® 

When Fort Henry fell, all Federal eyes were initially on the major prize 
of the railroad bridge across the Tennessee River just a few miles south of 
the fort. In fact, the bastion itself was of little strategic consequence except 
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that it was the door to the larger prize. This bridge was on everyone’s mind, 
even in the midst of victory. Word even arrived from Halleck to remember the 
bridge. Foote responded that in accordance with prior instructions he had sent 
Phelps “to remove the rails, and so far render the bridge incapable of railroad 
transportation and communication between Bowling Green and Columbus, 
and afterwards to pursue the rebel gunboats and secure their capture, if pos- 
sible.” 

As aresult, while Fort Henry itself was important, it was by no means the 
total goal of the initial action. Rather, Halleck, Grant, and Foote wanted to 
cut the transportation line between the Confederates at Bowling Green and 
Columbus: the Memphis, Clarksville, and Louisville Railroad. It was that 
primary route that allowed the Confederates to utilize interior lines of com- 
munication along at least part of the western defensive line. If the rail line was 
severed, the two major wings of the Confederate defensive line would then be 
out of rapid contact with each other, with two broad rivers between them. The 
next series of rail lines that could connect the two were the cotton state lines 
in Alabama and Mississippi. Consequently, as important as Fort Henry was, 
it was really the opening to additional opportunities, and Phelps was just the 
man to take advantage.” 

There was also more than just the railroad bridge at stake. It was well 
known that there was Confederate shipping on the Tennessee River south of 
the fort, with reports of the enemy even building an ironclad along its banks. 
That shipping, with nothing to stop Phelps, was now wide open for destruc- 
tion. Moreover, with nothing to stop him, Phelps could also range at will 
along the river into the cotton states of Alabama and Mississippi, gathering 
vital intelligence, supplies, and perhaps even recruits. Most notably, a naval 
flotilla ranging along the river into Mississippi and Alabama, far behind the 
tottering Confederate defensive line in Kentucky, would be a tremendous 
strategic advantage for Union operations.”’ 

Phelps accordingly led his three timberclads, the Tyler, Lexington, and 
Conestoga, southward immediately after the fighting at Fort Henry ended. 
Foote was taking a chance sending the three unarmored boats alone, but there 
was nothing south of Fort Henry to disrupt the Union naval advance, so the 
ironclads would not be needed for a major fight. Likewise, the ironclads, 
some of them heavily damaged in the fighting, were too big and slow to 
proceed at the rapid pace that Phelps would keep. Also, Phelps had worked 
with all three boats and knew their capabilities and limitations. The flotilla 
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was a finely tuned unit, and Phelps could utilize its effectiveness much more 
quickly than if he was saddled with the larger ironclads that were actually not 
needed. Phelps thus set out quickly, his first goal to reach and render unusable 
the bridge over the river just to the south.” 

Phelps steamed hard, occasionally stopping to destroy “a small amount of 
camp equipage abandoned by the fleeing rebels.’”’ Because of his late hour of 
departure, he did not reach the bridge until after dark on February 6. There 
he encountered another delay. The railroad bridge swung on a central pivot, 
which had to be opened to allow traffic on the river through. Phelps found 
that the Confederates of the 51st Tennessee under Colonel John Chester had 
closed the bridge and disabled the machinery before they fled; it could not be 
opened. All the while, Phelps watched as “about 12 miles above were several 
rebel transport steamers escaping upstream.” Phelps had reached his main 
objective point, but he wanted so much more.” 

Thinking quickly, Phelps sent a party of machinists to get the bridge work- 
ing. “In one hour,” Phelps noted, “I had the satisfaction to see the draw open.” 
Phelps was now torn between the bridge and his desire to catch the enemy 
boats, now with an hour’s head start. He quickly decided to leave the slowest 
of his three gunboats, the Tyler under Lieutenant Gwin, at the bridge while 
he and Lieutenant Shirk and the faster Lexington and Conestoga pursued the 
Confederate boats. While Phelps sped away, Lieutenant Gwin and his crew 
spread out along the railroad and destroyed some of the trestlework leading 
to the bridge but not damaging the structure itself. It would, after all, become 
a major asset to the Federal war machine when the Union armies pushed on 
southward along the river. The 7yler’s crew also destroyed Confederate camp 
equipage and found a set of papers belonging to Confederate naval officer 
Isaac N. Brown. Later, it was determined that these papers faulted Tilghman 
for surrendering Fort Henry too early. Indeed, cries of “Treason, Treachery, 
and Avoidance” were increasingly being hurled at Tilghman, but one of his 
staff officers chalked it all up to “a spirit of bad feeling on the part of Tennes- 
seans towards Kentuckians.” Phelps knew Brown, writing he was “formerly 
a lieutenant in the Navy, now signing himself “Lieutenant, C. S. N.,’” so he 
was happy to report that Brown “had fled with such precipitation as to leave 
his papers behind.” He eventually sent the documents to Foote, where they 
provided “an official history of the rebel floating preparations on the Missis- 
sippi, Cumberland, and Tennessee.””* 

All the while, Phelps raced southward trying to catch the fleeing Confed- 
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erate steamers. Over the course of the next five dark hours, Phelps and the 
Conestoga outran the Lexington and managed to close the gap with the Con- 
federate vessels, eventually forcing all three to a halt. The first Confederate 
boat, the Samuel Orr, Phelps reported, “had on board a quantity of subma- 
rine batteries, which very soon exploded.” The other two, the Appleton Belle 
and Lynn Boyd, huddled near the bank at the mouth of the Duck River and 
were destroyed by the Confederates themselves. One of them turned out to 
be laden with “powder, cannon shot, grape, balls, &c.” and provided quite a 
firework show deep in the night. The massive explosion caused major dam- 
age, especially to a local residence on the bank of the river. Phelps believed it 
was “the house of a reported Union man,” Judge Creavatt, and he suspected 
that “there was design in landing the rebels in front of the doomed house,” 
which was, in Phelps’s words, “blown to pieces.”*° 

So too would have been Phelps, had he not realized what was happening 
and halted short of the two enemy steamers. Even at a distance of a thousand 
yards, Phelps’s gunboat sustained damage from the falling debris of the two 
steamboats. “Even there our skylights were shattered by the concussion,” he 
noted, “the light upper deck was raised bodily, doors were forced open, and 
locks and fastenings everywhere broken.” He added, “the whole river for half 
a mile around about was completely ‘beaten up’ by the falling fragments and 
the shower of shot, grape, balls, &c.” Having caught the enemy steamers and 
survived to tell the tale, Phelps wisely stopped his advance to await daylight 
and the arrival of the Tyler and the Lexington. The latter had no pilot on board, 
so was especially vulnerable in the dark. Fortunately, both timberclads soon 
arrived safely, and Phelps’s flotilla was again intact.*° 

Apparently the destruction of only the trestlework leading to the bridge 
was not enough for Grant. Still at Fort Henry, he received word that the bridge 
was still standing, and guarded by Confederates. Obviously, the enemy re- 
appeared after the Tyler had continued on upriver. Grant asked Commander 
Walke of the Carondelet to move upriver and finish the job, which he did 
despite leaking magazines and shell rooms. Grant’s chief of staff, Joseph D. 
Webster, Rawlins, and McPherson accompanied him as well. Walke was back 
at Fort Henry by February 8, the bridge damaged even more. Meanwhile, 
Phelps was far to the south. There was an apparent miscommunication among 
the Federal officials; Grant and Foote had not discussed the extent of bridge 
destruction, and Phelps and Walke certainly had not either. Amazingly, the 
miscommunication damaged a significant portion of the bridge so that it in- 
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hibited river traffic even while three Union gunboats were on the other side 
of the obstruction.”’ 

Phelps knew nothing of the problems to his rear but set out the next morn- 
ing to inhibit more shipping on the river and to see how far he could go into 
Mississippi and Alabama. While the deeper draft ironclads could not have 
made it over some of the lower points, most likely Phelps with the lighter 
boats would be able to go at least to Florence near the Muscle Shoals, Ala- 
bama, the location where only the lightest launches could pass. That would 
be far enough to instill panic in the Confederate commanders and citizenry.”* 

Phelps moved southward all day on February 7. By dark, the flotilla had 
reached Hardin County, Tennessee, where they found another prize. At the 
landing at Cerro Gordo, Phelps discovered the fabled Confederate ironclad 
Eastport under construction. The Confederate workers had fled at Phelps’s 
advance, although a few innocuous rifle shots greeted the Federals. One sailor 
onboard the 7yler remembered, “when we fired two 24 pounder shots at her 
the crew left it to us.” Phelps wisely sent men to check for “means of de- 
struction that might have been devised.” Sure enough, the Confederate work- 
ers had scuttled the boat, allowing water in through broken suction pipes. 
Phelps’s naval personnel were able to quickly stop the leaks, and the Federal 
navy now had yet another ironclad. Phelps noted the Eastport was “in ex- 
cellent condition, and already half finished.” Around the yard also lay large 
quantities of lumber and iron plating as well as sundry other items intended 
for use on the gunboat. Phelps had made a major catch.” 

Capture of this prize meant Phelps had to make another decision. He had 
always intended to move on up the river as far as he could go, but he certainly 
could not leave the Eastport alone, even with a small guard. Such security 
would easily be overrun, and the boat sunk for good. Phelps decided once 
more to split his force, again leaving the slower Tyler at Cerro Gordo to guard 
the Eastport while he and Shirk continued up the river. In the meantime, the 
Tyler’s crew was to load all the valuable supplies and materials for transport 
back northward; some of the Tyler’s crew later tried to claim monetary com- 
pensation for a captured prize. 

Phelps and Shirk continued southward on February 8, passing Eastport, 
Mississippi, quietly but capturing two Confederate steamers at Chickasaw, a 
little farther up the river. The Sallie Wood was laid up and not worth much, 
but the Muscle was laden with iron for the Confederate government. Both 
were taken. Phelps then continued on into Alabama, where he approached 
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Florence, “at the foot of the Muscle Shoals,” he reported. He also described 
three Confederate steamers that had been driven ahead of him, the Sam Kirk- 
man, Julius, and Time, all three of which were torched by the Confederates 
to keep them out of Federal hands. Despite some limited fire from the banks, 
Phelps quickly sent men aboard to save anything they could, and did man- 
age to save some supplies marked “Fort Henry.” Numerous other supplies, 
including more iron plating for the Eastport, were on the bank. Phelps had his 
men load all they could and destroyed the rest.” 

While his crew was in the midst of destruction, “a deputation of citizens 
of Florence” came to see Phelps. The locals had gathered some old relics, in- 
cluding a cannon on a carriage but missing its wheels, to defend their homes, 
but then thought better of it, opting to ask for mercy instead. Thinking the 
Federals were marauding vandals, they first asked “that they might be made 
able to quiet the fears of their wives and daughters with assurances from me 
that they should not be molested.” Phelps told them in no uncertain terms 
“that we were neither ruffians nor savages, and that we were there to protect 
them from violence and to enforce the law.” Relieved, the citizens then turned 
to their economic concern, their prized railroad bridge over the river. While 
it aided Florence economically, the bridge was not on a main line, but rather 
connected the town with the trunk line Memphis and Charleston Railroad 
south of the river. Phelps again responded compassionately, stating that he 
could not proceed upriver even if the bridge was not there and “that it could 
possess, so far as I saw, no military importance.” He left the bridge intact.*’ 

Having gone as far as he could, the shoals blocking further transit, Phelps 
turned around and began his voyage back down the river. It had been an ex- 
tremely profitable invasion, however. Phelps had captured three boats includ- 
ing the Eastport and had forced the Confederates to destroy six more that he 
knew of; Southern reports indicated others were scuttled or burned out of the 
enemy’s view. Only two other large boats were known to be on the river, “and 
are doubtless hidden in some of the creeks,” Phelps noted, “where we shall 
be able to find them when there is time for the search.” Indeed, the Robb and 
Dunbar, which had evacuated Fort Henry on February 6 and brought word to 
the upper-river areas of the pending Federal navy’s arrival, had made their es- 
cape up Cypress Creek, though Confederate newspapers claimed the Dunbar 
later sank in the creek. Despite all such success, Phelps had nevertheless left 
a couple of major bridges intact. One was the Florence bridge, which if it did 
not carry any real military importance would have certainly been destroyed if 
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this raid had occurred later in the war. More troubling was Phelps’s passage 
of Bear Creek, just south of the state line. His two gunboats passed the creek 
twice (a second time on his way home), little knowing that the Confeder- 
ates’ worst fear was that he would ascend the creek to the vital Memphis 
and Charleston bridge across the large watershed. While the Florence bridge 
would have done little damage to the Confederate rail network, destruction 
of the Bear Creek bridge on a major Confederate trunk line that Leroy Pope 
Walker described as the “vertebrae of the Confederacy” would have been di- 
sastrous. Leonidas Polk, in fact, had sent troops to guard it, portions of James 
Chalmers’s 9th Mississippi and Robert Looney’s 38th Tennessee. The people 
of the region were likewise frightened at the prospect of a Federal attack; one 
Alabamian correctly notified Judah Benjamin in Richmond, “since the fall 
of Fort Henry there is nothing to prevent the enemy during high water from 
ascending the Tennessee with their gunboats and invading North Alabama 
and North Mississippi.”* 

Phelps missed the opportunity, however, and turned his two gunboats 
and two captured steamboats northward on the evening of February 8. They 
reached Cerro Gordo during the night, meeting up once again with Gwin 
and the Tyler. That gunboat’s crew had been busy for the last twelve or more 
hours, loading the lumber on board and preparing to set sail. The crew of 
the Lexington and Conestoga joined in the work when they arrived. Phelps 
reported that he “brought away probably 250,000 feet of the best quality of 
ship and building timber, and the iron machinery, spikes, plating, nails, &c., 
belonging to the rebel gunboat.” Not wanting the local mill to provide any 
more lumber, Phelps had it destroyed.** 

Hoping to be quickly on his way, Phelps then learned of another possibil- 
ity that he could not resist. During his absence, Gwin had dealt with local 
citizens, about twenty-five of whom actually joined the Union naval service. 
They told of a regimental encampment at Savannah just upriver. Phelps had 
passed the town twice that day but had noticed nothing out of the ordinary. 
Now, he wanted to return and destroy the camp and break up the regiment. 
He discussed the plan with Gwin and Shirk, who were of the same opinion. 
Phelps this time left the Lexington to guard the Eastport and took the Tyler, 
whose crew had missed some of the more exciting aspects of the raid twice, 
and the Conestoga to Savannah. There, he landed Gwin and several troops 
as well as a howitzer in the wee hours of the morning on February 9. They 
found the camp but “had the mortification to find the encampment deserted.” 
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That did not stop them from taking equipment and nearby rifles, as well as 
mail. They burned what they could not remove, including log huts used as 
quarters.*° 

The raid on the Confederate camp was made to exploit the obvious Union- 
ism of the area. Gwin reported that much of the regiment at Savannah was 
““pressed’ men,’ and the flotilla had seen enormous evidence of Unionism 
during its voyage. Phelps himself wrote, “we have met with the most grat- 
ifying proofs of loyalty everywhere across Tennessee, and in the portions 
of Mississippi and Alabama we visited most affecting instances greeted us 
almost hourly.” As examples, Phelps reported, “men, women, and children 
several times gathered in crowds of hundreds, shouted their welcome, and 
hailed their national flag with an enthusiasm there was no mistaking. It was 
genuine and heartfelt.” The officers talked to some of these people, who in- 
dicated that the Confederates had treated them badly. “Tears flowed freely 
down the cheeks of men as well as of women, and there were those who had 
fought under the Stars and Stripes at Monter[rley who in this manner testified 
to their joy.’*° 

Phelps admitted that the Unionism in Tennessee “astonished us not a lit- 
tle,” and even in Mississippi and Alabama the feeling was the same although 
“what was said was guarded.” There, the people told him, “we know there 
are many Unionists among us, but a reign of terror makes us afraid of our 
shadows.” He also told of “whole communities who on our approach fled to 
the woods,” but he blamed that on the Confederate steamers who had spread 
the word of “our coming with fire-brands, burning, destroying, ravishing, and 
plundering.” That said, Phelps brought back with him the twenty-five recruits 
who had joined the Union military, and said that he could have raised a regi- 
ment had he stayed a week. “The people of the South are heartily sick and 
tired of this Rebel government,’ noted one Kentuckian, “they say it promised 
much and performed nothing.”*’ 

Once reunited with the Lexington at Cerro Gordo, Phelps set sail later on 
February 9 with the three gunboats as well as the Eastport, Sallie Wood, and 
Muscle all in tow. Some trouble emerged as the Muscle began leaking too 
badly to continue. Phelps reported that “‘all efforts failing to prevent her sink- 
ing, we were forced to abandon her, and with her a considerable quantity of 
fine lumber.” More trouble developed when the flotilla reached the railroad 
bridge, which Walke and the Carondelet had damaged further while Phelps 
was south of it. Phelps reported, “we are having trouble in getting through 
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the draw of the bridge here’; the main trouble was getting the large Eastport 
through. Delayed several hours, Phelps in the meantime wrote a report for 
Foote. The little flotilla reached Fort Henry later on February 10, and Foote 
was obviously overjoyed at the news. He wrote Gideon Welles, “his work has 
been thorough and merits the highest praise.” He later wrote that Phelps “has, 
with consummate skill, courage, and judgment, performed a highly beneficial 
service to the Government, which no doubt will be appreciated.’”** 

Taken all together, this “cruise up the Tennessee River,” as Foote described 
it, blazed a trail that the Federal armies would ultimately follow. It refocused 
attention on the mess the Confederate defensive line was in out west, and 
just how vulnerable the Confederacy was. Taking all the information in at his 
headquarters at Bowling Green, Albert Sidney Johnston had some difficult 
decisions to make—mainly courtesy of Ledyard Phelps and his three little 
gunboats that pierced the Confederacy to its heart.” 


The South reacted with panic at the events of early February 1862. A Con- 
federate soldier in Columbus, Kentucky, wrote his wife, “I hear the Yankee 
gunboats are at Florence, Alabama!!!’ Newspapers reported, “the Lincoln 
gunboats seem to have had quite a frolic up the Tennessee.” Not only were 
the details of the loss of Fort Henry given but also the effects. Fort Henry 
was literally the key that unlocked the lower South, and newspapers in places 
like Memphis, Nashville, and New Orleans nervously reported the continu- 
ing movements of the Federal navy’s thrust southward along the Tennessee 
River. “Private and general dispatches sustain the report that reconnoitering 
gunboats had gone up the Tennessee River as high as Florence,” read one 
New Orleans paper. The Lynchburg Virginian reported, “the Federal gunboats 
reached Florence about 4 o’clock PM yesterday.” 

The Confederate high command was similarly shaken. In Richmond, Jef- 
ferson Davis informed Alabama officials that he was sending troops to Tus- 
cumbia. “I hope you may also capture the gunboats,” he added naively. The 
government also sent a new general, former Secretary of War Leroy Pope 
Walker, to take command in north Alabama. The shock also hit army head- 
quarters in Bowling Green. Hardee wrote, “the loss of the Tennessee River 
and the probable loss of the Cumberland renders our position here not so 
formidable.” Johnston was likewise distraught. He began issuing a multitude 
of orders to contain some of the damage, for example, moving all boats as far 
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up the Tennessee River as they could go. Evidently concerned that the enemy 
could use the railroad to get in the rear of Columbus, he issued orders to 
destroy the railroad bridges from the Tennessee River to Humbolt. Johnston 
also cautioned Polk to send telegraph messages via Montgomery, Alabama, 
rather than Florence, because he was concerned that the enemy had captured 
the telegraph station and had the capability to listen in. The telegraph operator 
at Tuscumbia reported that the enemy had indeed taken the Florence office 
and “found out nearly everything that was passing over the line before he was 
informed of their having landed.” The quick-thinking operator disconnected 
the Florence line “and cut them off.” Even so, one newspaper claimed the 
perpetrators sent “some wondrous message to Richmond.’”*! 

To determine exactly what could and should be done, Johnston’s inner cir- 
cle in Bowling Green quickly met to plot strategy. By this time that circle also 
included a sick Beauregard, who had been transferred from Virginia and had 
come to talk with Johnston at his headquarters in Kentucky. One Tennessean 
described him as “a small man— gray hair, dark complection, would weigh 
about 130 or 35—large mouth, black eyes .. . restless looking man.” John- 
ston, Beauregard, and Hardee met on February 7 in Beauregard’s quarters 
at the Covington House, and despite the need for positive morale-building 
rhetoric, all agreed that these dire times required significant actions. In effect, 
they all agreed it was imperative that “preparations should at once be made 
for the removal of this army to Nashville, in rear of the Cumberland River.” 

To be sure, any retreat was bound to cause morale and political problems. 
Johnston had been hailed as the savior of the west, and a retreat would entail 
giving up large swaths of Kentucky and Tennessee. Indeed, a retreat could 
not stop even at Nashville, because a defeat at Fort Donelson would put the 
Cumberland River in Union hands and allow the Federal gunboats to travel 
at will up and down its navigable stretches as well. Johnston accordingly had 
to get his army south of the Cumberland River soon if he intended to avoid 
interference from the gunboats. To really be safe he would have to get out of 
the bowl of the Tennessee River as well, which meant retreating all the way 
into Alabama. There seemed no other choice, as Fort Donelson evidently 
could be depended on no more than Fort Henry had been against the vaunted 
ironclads. Johnston so wrote Secretary Benjamin in Richmond the next day: 
“the slight resistance at Fort Henry indicates that the best open earthworks are 
not reliable to meet successfully a vigorous attack of iron-clad gunboats, and, 
although now supported by a considerable force, I think the gunboats of the 
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enemy will probably take Fort Donelson without the necessity of employing 
their land force in co-operation, as seems to have been done at Fort Henry.’ 

All the information Johnston could gather from his generals nearer the 
scene confirmed his concerns. John B. Floyd, recently transferred from Vir- 
ginia with his brigade of four Virginia regiments and one from Mississippi, 
agreed. He wrote, “if the best information I can gather about these iron-clad 
boats be true they are nearly invulnerable, and therefore they can probably 
go wherever sufficient fuel and depth of water can be found, unless met by 
opposing gunboats.” Even Beauregard, whom Johnston ordered to go to the 
now separated Columbus, added that “‘it also becomes evident that by the pos- 
session of that river [Tennessee] the enemy can concentrate rapidly, by means 
of his innumerable transports, all his disposable forces on any point along 
its banks, either to attack Nashville in rear or cut off the communications of 
Columbus.’ 

Johnston added it all up in a letter to Richmond on February 8: “the oc- 
currence of the misfortune of losing the fort [Donelson] will cut off the com- 
munication of the force here, under General Hardee, from the south bank of 
the Cumberland,” he wrote. “To avoid the disastrous consequences of such 
an event I ordered General Hardee yesterday to make (as promptly as it could 
be done) preparations to fall back to Nashville and cross the river.” Johnston 
added that it would have come to that anyway: “the movements of the enemy 
on my right flank would have made a retrograde in that direction to confront 
the enemy indispensable in a short time. But the probability of having the pas- 
sage of this army corps across the Cumberland intercepted by the gunboats of 
the enemy admits of no delay in making the movement.” For political cover, 
he added, “Generals Beauregard and Hardee are equally with myself im- 
pressed with the necessity of withdrawing our force from this line at once.”* 

Consequently, Johnston’s central Kentucky army, followed by numerous 
civilians, was in full retreat by mid-February, having been flanked out of 
position without a single shot being fired in Kentucky. Those fateful shots at 
Fort Henry had done all the damage. Moreover, the Bowling Green enclave 
was not the only bastion affected. While Grant, Foote, and Phelps in dra- 
matic fashion turned Nashville and made it untenable, the same movement 
also made the Columbus defenses unsustainable. For all the work Polk had 
put into making the area one of the most heavily defended Gibraltars in the 
Confederacy, the simple turning movement at Fort Henry had made it all for 
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naught. “It was also determined,’ Beauregard wrote that same February 7, 
“that the possession of the Tennessee River by the enemy, resulting from 
the fall of Fort Henry, separates this army at Bowling Green from the one at 
Columbus, Ky., which must henceforth act independently of each other until 
they can again be brought together.” As a result, the generals decided, “the 
main body of that [Columbus] army should fall back” to Humbolt or perhaps 
Grand Junction, Tennessee, Beauregard even suggesting Grenada or Jackson, 
Mississippi. Because of the layout of the rivers, Columbus was not quite the 
emergency that Nashville was due to being able to withdraw along the Mis- 
sissippi River instead of across it, but Beauregard especially was convinced 
that it too was useless. He talked of leaving a small force to delay the Feder- 
als at Columbus while taking the material and weaponry to Island No. Ten 
and Fort Pillow for similar delaying actions. He saw the next real defensive 
point as Memphis, however, “where another bold stand will be made.” In 
fact, Beauregard, who was soon on the way to command that force, talked 
of Columbus being “abandoned altogether, its armament and garrison being 
transferred.” He went so far as to say that trying to maintain Columbus would 
“be to jeopardize not only the safety of that army, but necessarily of the whole 
Mississippi Valley.“ 

It is ironic that such minor bloodshed at Fort Henry, less than fifty casual- 
ties on each side, could result in such large strategic changes, but that was the 
essence of working with rivers and railroads. The mere capture of the main 
impediment on the Tennessee River had allowed the Federals to break the 
key Confederate railroad joining the two halves of the Confederate western 
defensive line. The further incursion of Federal gunboats along the entirety of 
the southward leg of the river forced a rethinking of all Confederate strategy. 
Certainly no garrison was safe with the Federals possessing the ability to land 
troops hundreds of miles to the rear of each wing. Additionally, the perfor- 
mance of the gunboats at Fort Henry caused the Confederate high command 
to place little confidence in Fort Donelson. It therefore quickly became the 
crisis point in that blocking the Cumberland River for at least a time would 
allow Johnston to get his entire right wing south of that river and out of im- 
mediate danger. For all its having been overshadowed in the postwar history 
of the Civil War, the capture of Fort Henry certainly paid tremendous divi- 
dends to the Federals, and it caused miserable hours of contemplation for the 
Confederate high command.*’ 
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I the fall of Fort Henry had a major effect on the Confederate line at Bowl- 
ing Green and Columbus, it also had an even greater effect on the rest of 
the Confederacy. Leonidas Polk argued correctly on February 8 that “active 
preparations on the part of the Government for the defense of this frontier 
seem now indispensable.” He was not the only one thinking that way, and all 
across the Confederacy troops were marshaled for movement to Tennessee. 
In fact, the highest levels of the Confederate government suddenly awakened 
to the Fort Henry crisis, and order after order began to flow from Richmond 
to solidify the northern border. Whether it would be in time or not was any- 
body’s guess.*® 

Secretary of War Judah P. Benjamin was the main cog in ordering troops 
to Tennessee. He sent numerous units from all over the Confederacy in addi- 
tion to the earlier movement of John B. Floyd’s five regiments from Virginia. 
He wrote Governor Harris on February 11, “I have also sent a fine regiment 
to Decatur from Pensacola, and have ordered three Tennessee regiments and 
one Georgia regiment from Virginia to Knoxville.” 

By far, however, the major reinforcement came from the Gulf coast, where 
Jefferson Davis’s political policy of assuring everyone a defense had caused 
huge problems in the actual defense of the Confederacy. Thousands and 
thousands of Confederate troops were frittering away their time guarding the 
coastal regions of Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, and Florida while the 
Federals were overrunning the northern defensive line. Davis now began to 
wake up to the problems, which were already snowballing out of control.°° 

Benjamin called on two main commands to send reinforcements to Ten- 
nessee. One was the New Orleans defense under Major General Mansfield 
Lovell. On February 8, Benjamin wrote Lovell: “the President desires that as 
soon as possible on receipt of this letter you dispatch 5,000 men to Colum- 
bus to re-enforce that point, sorely threatened by largely superior forces.” 
He went on to state the rationale, that “the menacing aspect of affairs in 
Kentucky has induced the withdrawal from points, not in immediate danger, 
of every man that can be spared to prevent the enemy from penetrating into 
Tennessee or passing Columbus.” Benjamin also added, “we hope to stem the 
tide till the new levies called out from the State shall be in condition to take 
the field.” Knowing Lovell would not be in favor of reducing his command, 
Benjamin lectured, “New Orleans is to be defended from above by defeating 
the enemy at Columbus; the forces now withdrawn from you are for the de- 
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fense of your own command, and the exigencies of the public defense allow 
us no alternative.’”’ 

As expected, Lovell was none too happy about losing troops, and espe- 
cially his best ones (Lovell was to send “five or six regiments of his best 
troops at New Orleans’’), but he could not argue with direct orders. He could, 
however, negotiate where they were sent. A few days after Fort Henry fell, 
Johnston and his commanders had decided Columbus was untenable anyway 
and asked Lovell to send the troops to lower-tier areas along the Memphis and 
Charleston Railroad. Johnston, in fact, wanted four regiments to go to Mem- 
phis and one to Iuka, but Lovell countered that Corinth, Mississippi, would be 
the most logical place. “Corinth is, in my judgment, an important strategical 
point,” Lovell argued. Of course, Corinth was also a good place from which 
he could also recall his troops quickly if he needed them.” 

In the end, Lovell wound up sending one of his best brigades under Briga- 
dier General Daniel Ruggles. He first sent the 13th Louisiana and then fol- 
lowed it with four more regiments and Ruggles himself. In all, the 13th, 16th, 
17th, 18th, and 19th Louisiana regiments all made their way northward in 
mid-February, some as early as February 14. They went to various spots such 
as Corinth and its nearby river landings, hoping to stop some of the Federal 
navy’s incursions into the area.” 

Braxton Bragg’s enclave at Pensacola and Mobile was also asked to send 
troops to Tennessee. “The President desires that you will as soon as possible 
send to Knoxville all the troops you can spare from your command without 
immediate danger,” Benjamin wrote Bragg on February 8, “and he hopes 
that the number will be at least four regiments.” As with Lovell, Benjamin 
explained the administration’s thinking: “the condition of affairs in Kentucky 
and Tennessee demands from us the most vigorous effort for defense, and 
General A. S. Johnston is so heavily outnumbered, that it is scarcely possible 
for him to maintain his whole line without large additional reinforcements.” 
The secretary then went on to explain that “by thus subtracting something 
from other points, where the pressure is not so great, we hope to enable him 
to defend his lines until the new levies ordered from all the States shall be in 
condition to take the field.””’ 

Bragg responded two days later. “I send a regiment to-day to Decatur, 
Ala., to save our railroad bridge,” he wrote, but with a Union naval column 
approaching the gulf under David Farragut and Benjamin Butler, he did not 
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feel safe to send any more. “If Farragut and Butler are destined for this point 
my force is too weak to spare more,” Bragg wrote. He continued his equivo- 
cal posturing two days later when he informed one of his commanders, “I 
am not yet decided to send them,” arguing that the affairs in Tennessee were 
not so bad and that “our disaster at Roanoke Island is much more serious.” 
Bragg quickly came to realize just how wrong he was. On February 15 he 
sent the War Department a lecture on his views of what should happen. “Our 
means and resources are too much scattered,” he wrote, adding that every- 
thing of less importance should be abandoned and the forces “concentrated 
for a heavy blow upon the enemy where we can best assail him. Kentucky is 
now that point.’?° 

Bragg first sent the 9th Mississippi, and a few days later he also dispatched 
the Sth Georgia and 20th and 23rd Alabama to Knoxville. Many more troops 
soon followed, especially after the ensuing events at Fort Donelson, and 
Bragg eventually brought several more brigades as well as coming north- 
ward himself in late February. By that time, Lovell at New Orleans was also 
sending additional troops, a motley combination of state troops and militia. In 
any case, the first efforts to reinforce Johnston in Tennessee were begun not 
as public memory believes after Fort Donelson, but after Fort Henry. As such, 
Fort Henry serves as the key stroke of breaking the Confederate defensive 
line and starting what would ultimately become the concentration at Corinth 
that would result in Shiloh.*° 


This is a great victory and a big thing,” wrote Union staff officer I. P. Rum- 
sey after Fort Henry’s fall. Indeed it was, as Foote described it, a good day’s 
work. Contrary to what many historians depict, the major crisis for the Con- 
federacy emerged because of the fall of Fort Henry. Although many buffs and 
not a few historians maintain that the events of mid-February were the real 
awakening of the Confederate high command, it was clearly early February 
and Fort Henry that actually first sent the South reeling. Most significantly, 
Fort Henry allowed the Union forces access by naval as well as land forces all 
the way into the interior of the South, into the lower cotton states of Alabama 
and Mississippi. While it would be some time before they took advantage of 
this opportunity, the Federals nevertheless opened the gate at Fort Henry that 
would never again be shut. The citizens of the Tennessee Valley certainly 
realized the ramifications, one writing that with the fall of Fort Henry there 
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was “nothing now to stop them.” Commander Stembel of the Cincinnati said 
it best when he argued, “suffice it to say it was the entering wedge to all our 
subsequent successes in the South West; and the first step toward the opening 
of the Mississippi River.”*’ 

And Fort Henry was not out of the limelight even after its capture. Cer- 
tainly, it was in constant danger of being attacked in an effort on the Confed- 
erates’ part to retake it and once again close the river to Union use. Halleck 
was afraid of such a development and ordered Grant to fortify the place. 
At the same time, however, Fort Donelson was also growing in importance. 
The fact that the Confederates were already transferring and concentrating 
troops there just a couple of days after Fort Henry’s fall made such a situ- 
ation extremely bothersome for the Federals at Fort Henry. Consequently, 
the importance of capturing Fort Donelson was partly an effort to make Fort 
Henry totally safe.® 

The other logic to attacking Fort Donelson was its position on the Cum- 
berland River, which opened the way to Nashville. If the Confederates could 
be driven from Fort Donelson, Federal gunboats could, much as they did 
on the Tennessee River, range far and wide along the waterway and capture 
Clarksville and Nashville, the latter being an extremely important supply, po- 
litical, and psychological center for Tennessee and the Confederacy. Thus the 
primary importance of Nashville and Fort Donelson to the Confederacy was 
to hold them long enough for Johnston’s army at Bowling Green to withdraw 
(because of Fort Henry’s fall) out of the shallow bowl of the Cumberland 
River’s path. If Fort Donelson was untenable, as Confederate commanders 
thought immediately after Fort Henry’s fall, then a temporary holding of the 
fort would at least allow Johnston’s wing of the army to escape. As a result, 
Fort Donelson, to both Union and Confederate commanders, became a tem- 
porary strategic goal while the really important prizes were the Tennessee 
River, the railroad bridge at Danville, and the gateway, Fort Henry.”’ 

Such a Fort Henry/Tennessee River—centric mindset is seen in the cor- 
respondence of the day. Grant himself wrote in his early missives to Halleck 
after Fort Henry that he would take Fort Donelson on February 8 “and return 
to Fort Henry with the forces employed, unless it looks feasible to occupy that 
place [Fort Donelson] with a small force that could retreat easily to the main 
body. I shall regard it more in the light of an advance grand guard than as a 
permanent post.” Clearly, the Tennessee River, running parallel with the Mis- 
sissippi River down the entirety of the State of Tennessee, was the true line 
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of operations to Grant. Others had a Mississippi/Tennessee Valley context 
firmly in mind as well; George B. McClellan in Washington wrote on Febru- 
ary 7, “a combined movement on Memphis will be next in order.” Lower- 
level officers exhibited the same attitude, Navy Department officer Henry A. 
Wise writing Foote: “then, if you don’t get down first, the blue jackets will 
paddle up and down the great [Mississippi] valley, and make a name to ring 
in all time to come.” 

The Tennessee River thus continued to be the focus of current and future 
operations for the strategic Union advance and Confederate defense via con- 
centration, which was already occurring in the wake of Fort Henry’s fall. 
On the other hand, it would be dangerous to discount altogether the coming 
operations on the Cumberland River because they would play an extremely, 
and in fact undreamed-of, role in the war in the west. Both the Union safety 
of Fort Henry and future Federal movements along the Tennessee River de- 
pended on what happened next. Major interests were therefore at stake, so all 
attention quickly turned to the Confederate bastion on the Cumberland River. 
Still, one Confederate soldier’s wife from East Tennessee was completely 
accurate in predicting four days before: “if the Federals ever take Fort Henry 
we are ruined.” 


S 


“I THINK WE CAN TAKE IT; AT ALL 
EVENTS, WE CAN Try” 





Ulysses S. Grant kept a firm eye on his next objective. If the capture of Fort 
Henry was the key that opened the Confederate heartland, Fort Donelson 
now took on the next critical role. Action picked up quickly as a result. While 
Phelps faced little confrontation with the enemy, it was not so with the other 
major activity going on at the time. While the Confederates did not, and could 
not, combat Phelps, they threw much of their western defense capability into 
holding Fort Donelson. ' 

Even if Fort Donelson was a level below that of Fort Henry’s large stra- 
tegic significance, its importance was still clear. Grant and Foote could not 
consolidate their victories and continue operations while a nearby Confeder- 
ate fort held out. Protection of their Fort Henry gains, therefore, was para- 
mount in their minds. Then, too, capture of Fort Donelson would open crucial 
strategic areas such as middle Tennessee and Nashville, which, although not 
as vast or important as the areas unlocked by Fort Henry’s demise, were still 
extremely important. Any damage done in the process to the enemy armies, 
whether those at the Confederate garrison at Donelson or Johnston’s retreat- 
ing army if Donelson fell, would be an added benefit. In fact, if the army 
at Donelson could be captured or the passage of Johnston’s troops over the 
Cumberland River blocked, either might result in the elimination of a large 
portion of the enemy’s troops.’ 

The opposite was true for the Confederates. They had to hold Fort Do- 
nelson to retake Fort Henry and close the floodgates into the Confederate 
heartland. If that was not possible, they had at least to hold long enough for 
Johnston to withdraw south of the Cumberland River before giving up the de- 
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fense and getting the Fort Donelson army out safely. Albert Sidney Johnston 
later famously declared, “I determined to fight for Nashville at Donelson,” 
but the record is clear that Nashville was already doomed. In fact, in the same 
statement Johnston noted that the evacuation of Bowling Green and the move 
south of the Cumberland River were “ordered before and executed while the 
battle was being fought at Donelson.’”’ 

Either way, all attention now turned to Fort Donelson. Despite its more 
limited strategic and operational possibilities as compared to Fort Henry, it 
was nevertheless center stage for the coming operations and would in large 
part determine just how extensive Fort Henry’s consequences would be.* 


Fort Donelson presented significantly different military circumstances than 
had Fort Henry. “Fort Donelson is not a mud fort, like Fort Henry,” declared 
one Confederate newspaper, “and we have properly based confidence in its 
strength.” It was impressive, especially to those new to the war-making busi- 
ness. One Tennessean wrote that it was “the first fort I ever saw,” and then 
described it in detail: it was “formed by a deep ditch about 8 feet deep and 10 
feet wide and an embankment about 10 feet wide and about every 50 yards or 
one hundred yards a big cannon planted in the imbankment.” He marveled at 
the big guns, especially the river batteries, when they were fired for practice. 
He wrote that if “any one had have told me that I could have sean the ball I 
would have told them it was not so but I could see the ball as plane as you 
can see a bird a flying.” 

As with Fort Henry, everyone expected the Federal naval arm to be the 
all-determining factor at Fort Donelson. After his escape from the Tennessee 
River, engineer Jeremy Gilmer warned, “the attack expected here is a com- 
bined one; gunboats by water and a land force in the rear.” He then stated 
what everyone was thinking: “the greatest danger, in my opinion, is from 
the gunboats, which appear to be well protected from our shot.” He went on 
to blame Fort Henry’s fall on “the want of skill in the men who served the 
guns, and not to the invulnerability of the boats themselves,” but he clearly 
saw that Fort Donelson’s gunners, just as green and inexperienced as Fort 
Henry’s had been, would be overmatched by the now comparatively veteran 
gunboat crews. The newly minted veteran Confederate gun crews would not 
be a factor as they were even now on the way north to Union prison camps. 
Most of the lower-level Confederates did not believe that the gunboats were 
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susceptible, either; Jacob Culbertson, manning the batteries, agreed with 
Gilmer, writing that the disaster at Fort Henry served “‘to inspire distrust of 
our own guns and a belief in the invulnerability of the gunboats.” Ironically, 
while all concern seemed to center on the enemy navy, Gilmer was much less 
concerned about Grant’s infantry. “With the preparations that are now being 
made here I feel much confidence that we can make a successful resistance 
against a land attack,’ the engineer said. “We are making Herculean efforts 
to strengthen our parapets— making narrow embrasures with sand bags, and 
if we can have ten days we hope to make bomb-proofs over the guns.”’ While 
the covers would never be built, the sides of the embrasures were lined with 
“rawhides” and tarpaulins were placed over the guns when not in use.® 

Other Confederate officers were more upbeat about the chances of hold- 
ing Fort Donelson at least for a time, especially if the Confederacy had a few 
breaks. One officer reported that the river was falling “and often falls from 
5 to 6 feet in twenty-four hours.”’ Obviously thinking mainly in terms of the 
chief threat that had so confounded Fort Henry, the Federal navy, he recog- 
nized the possibilities: “if it runs down rapidly as I hope it will from the cold 
weather, we will not be attacked this rise; before another rise I will have the 
works safe.”’ 

The chief concern was obviously the water approach, but a few hoped they 
could even defeat the Union navy. Unlike the Tennessee River, which split 
around Panther Island north of Fort Henry and was wide enough to accommo- 
date all the gunboats Foote had side by side, the Cumberland River was much 
narrower. Even in the wider Tennessee the gunboats had found it difficult to 
keep apace, but the significantly smaller Cumberland would no doubt hem 
in the Federal navy to a localized area. Moreover, the chute that led to Fort 
Donelson was long and straight, allowing the Confederate gunners a wide- 
open field of fire. The guns of Fort Donelson also sat much higher on the bank 
than those at Fort Henry, and this too was a major plus, allowing plunging 
fire on the unarmored decks of the ironclads. One Confederate summed it up 
well: the “great advantage it has is in the narrowness of the stream and the 
necessity of the boats approaching our works by straight and narrow channel 
for 1% miles. ... This makes the field of fire required for the guns so very 
narrow, that it admits of the construction of very narrow embrasures, which 
we are now constructing.”® 

Largely because of the terrain features and the hope for some luck, many 
Confederates managed to be upbeat even amid the crisis engulfing the western 
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Confederacy. One surprisingly wrote home, “we have able and experienced 
generals here, and as fine a body of troops as can be found anywhere nearly 
all of them are well armed.” He was optimistic about keeping Fort Donelson, 
but Ulysses S. Grant would have something to say about that.’ 


For all Grant’s impulsiveness, aggressiveness, and willpower, he simply 
could not will matters to move as quickly as he wanted. He had intended to 
move as early as February 8, even sending out detailed instructions for the 
movement pending reconnaissance and supply. He did the same thing almost 
every day thereafter, but he was sorely mistaken in the army’s abilities and the 
weather’s cooperation. In fact, on that very day Jacob Lauman wrote that he 
held his command in readiness to march according to orders, but “there could 
not well be a worse day for marching.” The weather turned cold and disagree- 
able with light snow, and Grant just could not move. Federal reinforcements 
(as well as officers’ wives) consequently began to stack up at Fort Henry, one 
[llinoisan writing in his diary, “a fine sight opened to my view this morning 
the river was high and the shore was lined with steamboats and the ground 
was covered with tents and soldiers.” Another described the area around Fort 
Henry: “to look at the river has the appearance of St. Louis from the number 
of steamers tied up.” Another described a nighttime view as the boats were lit 
up with “red and blue lights” while “along the bluffs thousands of fires were 
blazing.” Still, these handsome accommodations were not as fine as what 
many were used to at Fort Holt and Paducah. One soldier wrote that without 
their stoves they built “a big fire of logs and set on our coffee pot & camp 
kettle & do our cooking and stand round in the smoke till our eyes are nearly 
out and we don’t sleep as warm on the ground as we did in our houses.’’”” 
The delay certainly did not keep Grant from planning. One newspaper 
correspondent reported telling the general goodbye, whereupon Grant alerted 
him that he was about to attack and he had better remain to get the scoop. The 
correspondent asked what he knew about Fort Donelson, and Grant admitted 
he did not know how strong it was. “But,” he added, “I think we can take 
it; at all events, we can try.” To help plan, Grant did something he rarely if 
ever did: he held a council of war on February 10 in his quarters in the rear 
cabins on the New Uncle Sam. Smith and McClernand were there, of course, 
and Lew Wallace was also invited. He responded almost like a boy going 
to town for the first time: “how often had I read of such affairs in books of 
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war! Now I was to see one and have a voice in it.” Unfortunately, Wallace 
only saw a theatrical show by John A. McClernand. The quiet Grant simply 
stated, “the question for consideration, gentlemen, is whether we shall march 
against Fort Donelson or wait for reinforcements. I should like to have your 
views.” He polled Smith first, being senior, and Smith indicated they should 
advance “without the loss of a day.” Grant next turned to McClernand, but 
the politician would not give such a simple answer. In fact, he took out a 
proposition paper and read for what must have seemed like hours. “The pro- 
ceeding smacked of a political caucus,” Wallace remembered, “and I thought 
both Grant and Smith grew restive before the paper was finished.” Wallace 
studied Grant as “he smoked, but never said a word. In all probability he was 
framing the orders of march which were issued that night.” Once McClernand 
was done, Grant turned to Wallace, who was smart enough to simply answer, 
“Let us go, by all means; the sooner the better.” Grant responded, “Very well, 
gentlemen, we will set out immediately. Orders will be sent you. Get your 
commands ready.” 

Even with the consensus, Grant still could not move on such a fast time- 
table as other problems surfaced as well. Although he explored eastward with 
his staff to within a few miles of Fort Donelson on February 7, he later wrote 
that on February 8, the very day he had wanted to take Fort Donelson, “at 
present we are perfectly locked in by high water and bad roads, and prevented 
from acting offensively, as I should like to do. The banks are higher at the wa- 
ter’s edge than farther back, leaving a wide margin of low land to bridge over 
before anything can be done inland. . . . | contemplated taking Fort Donelson 
to-day with infantry and cavalry alone, but all my troops may be kept busily 
engaged in saving what we now have from the rapidly-rising waters.””” 

Grant also had to incorporate the vast influx of new troops arriving at Fort 
Henry, including the regiments Halleck was shuttling down to Cairo as well 
as the ten regiments Buell sent, four in Charles Cruft’s brigade already sent 
to the Green River and six green regiments just organized, four from Ohio 
and two from Indiana. Those were delayed in coming, but enough arrived by 
February 10 that Grant organized a new brigade of three or four regiments for 
both McClernand’s and Smith’s divisions. He also sent out an order that “all 
regimental officers will immediately take up quarters with commands and not 
board on steamers, as the general commanding regrets to see has been done.” 
Grant likewise had to curb the “pilfering and marauding disposition shown 
by some of the men of this command.” He ordered that all offenses “be traced 
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back to their officers for punishment,” and warned: “in an enemy’s country, 
where so much more could be done by a manly and humane policy to advance 
the cause which we all have so deeply at heart, it is astonishing that men can 
be found so wanton as to destroy, pillage, and burn indiscriminately, without 
injury.” The men thus endured a tight rein, one Illinoisan writing home that 
they “get as much Crackers and Bacon as we want but not a drop of whiskey 
I have seen offered 5 dollars for a quart of Rat gut.’ 

Another reason for the delay was the absence of the navy. Halleck in- 
formed Washington that “Commodore Foote, with disabled gunboats, has 
returned to Cairo— gunboats for repairs; will soon return to the field.” That 
could not happen soon enough for Halleck. Very desirous of naval support, 
especially with an army commander he did not fully trust, Halleck began to 
put pressure on Foote to send what he could to the Cumberland. He even had 
Cullum at Cairo to act as his eyes and ears. Halleck wrote on February 9, “if 
three gunboats can be spared from Cairo and made efficient, I wish them sent 
up the Cumberland to Dover and Clarksville.” The next day he wrote Cul- 
lum again, “persuade Flag Officer Foote, if possible, to send gunboats up the 
Cumberland. Two will answer if he can send no more. They must precede the 
transports... .AIl we want is gunboats to precede the transports.” Assistant 
Secretary of War Thomas A. Scott, also in Cairo, was similarly pushing for 
naval support.'* 

Halleck and Cullum found Foote stubborn. Indeed, the flag officer had 
written his wife after Fort Henry, “I never again will go out to a fight half 
prepared.” Cullum informed Halleck of Foote’s resistance to new operations 
on February 9, writing, “I have already consulted with Foote, anticipating 
your orders. He can’t send gunboats up Cumberland. Will see him again.” 
Grant got into the politicking as well, writing Foote, “I do not feel justified in 
going without some of your gunboats to co-operate.” Halleck even appealed 
to Foote’s vanity, writing, “you have gained great distinction by your capture 
of Fort Henry. Everybody recognizes your services. Make your name famous 
in history by the capture of Fort Donelson and Clarksville.” He then added, 
“the taking of these places is a military necessity. Delays add strength to them 
more than to us. Act quickly, even though only half ready.”’° 

Foote had far too many things on his mind to be hurried. He still had to 
prepare the boats for action, the largest issue again being crews. Then, the de- 
vout Foote took time for church as well, attending services that Sunday, Feb- 
ruary 9, in Cairo. When informed that the minister was sick that day, Foote 
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himself took the pulpit and gave a sermon on John 14, reading the verse in 
which Jesus stated, “Let not your heart be troubled: ye believe in God, believe 
also in me.” Although one Mound City sailor reported it was “a real good 
plain common sense sermon, with which everyone seemed pleased,’ Foote 
expected to be reviled for his words but decided to do so anyway, stating, 
“we are dependent upon God as individuals and as a nation, and that without 
his blessing we must ignominiously fail in the great work before us.” While 
expecting to be criticized, he did not anticipate it from one particular quarter. 
His small six- or seven-year-old niece retorted that the flag officer had said it 
wrong in the sermon; he should have said, “Let not your heart be troubled: ye 
believe in God, believe also in the gun-boats.”'® 

The army officers finally wore Foote down despite his promise never again 
to sail half prepared. On February 11 he wrote the Navy Department, “I am 
off again to-night with other gunboats and have to transfer the men again, 
which causes the greatest dissatisfaction among them and 30 have run from 
one steamer to avoid transfer. We suffer for want of men.” Continuing, he 
wrote, “I regret that the want of men will render this expedition less efficient 
than it should be, considering its object.” Foote wrote Secretary Welles him- 
self on February 11: “I leave again to-night with the Louisville, Pittsburg, and 
St. Louis... .1 go reluctantly, as we are very short of men, and transferring 
men from vessel to vessel, as we have to do, is having a very demoralizing 
effect upon them; 28 ran off to-day, hearing that they were again to be sent out 
of their vessels.’ He added significantly, “I shall do all in my power to render 
the gunboats effective in the fight, although they are not properly manned, 
but I must go, as General Halleck wishes it. If we could wait ten days, and 
I had men, I would go with eight mortar boats and six armored boats and 
conquer.””"’ 

Complicating matters even more was army meddling. Grant at Fort Henry 
issued orders that the Carondelet, which had been left in the Tennessee River 
at Fort Henry, be sent to the Cumberland as well as Phelps’s timberclads 
upon their return from their voyage up the Tennessee River. As a result, Com- 
mander Walke, commanding the Carondelet, was in a quandary. He was torn 
between Foote’s desires to defend Fort Henry and Grant’s orders to move 
to Fort Donelson. He decided he must follow Grant’s instructions but wrote 
Foote about his concerns: “I am (or the Carondelet is) very slow, and General 
Grant desires that I should be at Fort Donelson as soon as I can get there.” 
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Foote once more acquiesced, sending Phelps orders to join the expedition as 
well." 

The naval contingent moved forward from Cairo on the evening of Feb- 
ruary 11, Foote bringing the returned St. Louis (now his flagship) as well 
as the undamaged and uninvolved Louisville and Pittsburg, the latter with 
thirty-four men transferred from the damaged Essex; the Louisville carried 
thirty-three of the Cincinnati’s sailors. The flotilla moved through Paducah 
despite a problem with a boiler on the Pittsburg and a fire that broke out on 
the gunboat; Lieutenant Egbert Thompson reported, “prompt action in extin- 
guishing the fire saved us, perhaps, from a fearful calamity.” The Pittsburg 
was able to be repaired en route and kept up with the formation, which picked 
up two of the three timberclads on the way. At various places, the flotilla also 
took on pilots familiar with the Cumberland River and began steaming up the 
Cumberland against the current, hoping to be in position near Fort Donelson 
in time to aid the army or, better yet, to reduce Fort Donelson just as they had 
Fort Henry."” 

But the navy would have to hurry to beat Grant. He was already probing 
eastward, sending cavalry “to within a mile of Fort Donelson” as early as 
February 7. Numerous scouting patrols went forward in the ensuing days, 
prompting Colonel T. Lyle Dickey of the 4th Illinois Cavalry to argue, one 
relieved trooper wrote home, “that his men was tired and the horses was not 
fit to go until they got some rest.”” Engineer James B. McPherson scouted to- 
ward the fort as well, creating some slight skirmishing. Grant was champing 
at the bit more and more as the days passed, eager to be off and see what this 
fabled Fort Donelson was like. Confidence was thus rampant in the Federal 
high command. Assistant Secretary of War Thomas A. Scott, in fact, crowed 
on February 11, “victory seems to crown all our efforts.” 


Unknown to Grant, Fort Donelson was growing stronger and stronger by 
the hour. In just a few days, the garrison had come a long way from the timid 
fear of February 7 when word of a Union attack forced the entire complement 
of troops to the lines, “hourly expecting an attack by an overwhelming force 
by land and water,” one Tennessean remembered. It was obviously a false 
alarm, but it illustrated the fort’s weakness at that point. Now, Fort Donelson 
was growing stronger each day, one Confederate staff officer noting that ad- 
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ditional troops “are arriving by every boat that can be found to bring them 
down from Clarksville.” Unknown to them, those troops were enjoying their 
last bit of good times. One 18th Tennessee soldier wrote in his diary, “went 
gliding down the beautiful stream of Cumberland River favored with cabin 
passage.’”*! 

Albert Sidney Johnston had awoken from his malaise and was acting not 
only on the strategic front (in coordination with Richmond), by withdrawing 
from Bowling Green, beginning the process of withdrawing from Columbus, 
and reinforcing Tennessee from the Gulf Coast, but also on the more limited 
operational level. The center of that level of attention was Fort Donelson, 
which he saw correctly as the key to getting his army south of the Cumber- 
land. The Confederates realized Fort Donelson would be in jeopardy soon; 
Jeremy Gilmer wrote succinctly, “the capture of Fort Henry was for the en- 
emy a great success, which it was felt would embolden him to make an early 
attack upon Fort Donelson.” While the actual attack would not come as early 
as February 8 as Grant had desired, it would come soon enough. Yet, delay 
could only aid Johnston, and his Confederates grew more confident by the 
day. One soldier wrote his wife on February 8 that the enemy had taken Fort 
Henry but “we will pay them for it when we get hold of them.’ 

Johnston’s immediate reaction to the crisis was to send more troops, and 
in particular their generals, to Fort Donelson. With word that Tilghman had 
surrendered and was on the way to a Northern prison camp, the twin-rivers 
command was left without a general officer. Colonel Heiman, marching in 
from Fort Henry after his self-described “very tedious march,’ was the senior 
officer, although Colonel John Head was in nominal command at Fort Do- 
nelson while Tilghman was at Fort Henry. Heiman did not make an issue of 
command: “expecting the arrival of General B. R. Johnson and other general 
officers in a few days I did not assume command, which would have been my 
duty, being next in command to General Tilghman.” Others heard that Gideon 
Pillow would soon arrive as well, some said “in a few hours.” 

In the earliest stages of the crisis of command, Johnston did indeed have 
a general officer nearby, and he sent the newly appointed brigadier general 
Bushrod Johnson from Nashville to take “instant command.” Johnson had 
actually been at Fort Donelson in January while Tilghman concentrated his 
efforts at Fort Henry during Grant’s reconnaissances, although no reason was 
given why he later moved back to Nashville. Perhaps there was such animos- 
ity toward Johnson that he was sent back; Milton Haynes, manning the river 
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batteries at Fort Donelson at the time, wrote Tilghman, “I am informed that 
there is much dissatisfaction in regard to the assignment of Gen. B. R. John- 
son to command here, and that several officers will send in their resignations.” 
Haynes notified Tilghman that he recommended they not do so, saying, “I 
have as much & better reason to object to him than any of them.” Instead, he 
counseled: “‘this is not the time to do anything to weaken ourselves, and that 
redress ought to be sought in a way which would not embarrass our army.” 
Whether the officers followed Haynes’s recommendation is not known, but 
Johnson was soon sent back to Nashville; perhaps it is telling that Johnson 
was not immediately sent to Donelson when another crisis emerged and Til- 
ghman once again moved to Fort Henry.” 

Now that the evolving crisis was growing more problematic, however, 
Johnson was once more the most available general officer. The order went out 
the night of February 6 itself, and Johnson sped down the Cumberland River 
along with the 2nd Kentucky on the first boat he could get out of Nashville. 
He passed Clarksville but continued on, arriving early on the night of Febru- 
ary 7. What he found was not positive. In addition to the refugees from Fort 
Henry under Colonel Heiman, Johnson found only four Tennessee regiments 
and a battalion of infantry and one field battery, all under Colonel Head. Two 
companies of infantry were acting as gunners on the big guns on the river. 
Johnson began his work despite the lack of resources, toiling to store the 
mammoth amount of supplies pouring into the fort, mostly at Dover, and re- 
moving wounded to rearward areas. Indeed, one Confederate remarked, “the 
little town of Dover at once became full of bustle and confusion.” Johnson 
also began to organize a defense, but that was almost an impossibility, John- 
son noting that he had to position troops “without definite knowledge of the 
strength of the re-enforcements destined for the place.” Fortunately for him, 
those reinforcements continually poured in, the first of them arriving as early 
as the night of February 7: two Virginia regiments of Floyd’s command bri- 
gaded under Colonel Gabriel C. Wharton of the 51st Virginia. Others arrived 
the next day. The Virginians were disappointed because they had just finished 
building permanent chimneys for their tents at Russellville, Kentucky, but the 
ensuing steamboat ride to Donelson made up for it. One Virginian wrote, “I 
set down to a steam boat Breakfast this Morning. I had the pleasure of setting 
down in a Chair and eating off of a Table with a knife and Fork.”*° 

Johnston soon had second thoughts about entrusting Donelson to Bushrod 
Johnson, however, and on February 9 he ordered Gideon Pillow at Clarksville 
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to the fort. Pillow arrived the next day and took command, making his head- 
quarters in the Rice House (one of his staff officer’s residences), a block up 
from the Dover Hotel. This time, troops again accompanied an arriving gen- 
eral. When taking command, Pillow placed Johnson in command of the left 
section of the Confederate line and the momentarily expected Simon Bolivar 
Buckner in command of troops on the right.” 

Reveling in the independent command, Pillow went to work with gusto, 
and the weather helped. One Confederate wrote in his diary that February 
9 was “clear as a bell but very cold,” although even the chill warmed up in 
the next few days, allowing Pillow and his Confederates ample time and 
conditions to get Fort Donelson in order for the attack all knew was loom- 
ing. Gilmer noted that Pillow “took active measures to inform himself as to 
the character of the defenses and had the additional works pressed forward 
with the greatest activity.” He also began to implement additional measures 
to defend the fort and by extension Nashville and Johnston’s army. Finding, 
as he said, “the work on the river battery unfinished and wholly too weak to 
resist the force of heavy artillery,’ he mounted more guns, including a rifled 
32-pounder and a 10-inch columbiad. Additional plans were made to mount 
more big guns, but time was the determining factor. Pillow had his gunners 
practice firing along the river in the meantime, fixing range indicators along 
the riverbanks. Pillow reported he “tried them and the other guns in battery. 
The trial was most satisfactory.” 

Pillow also saw to other defensive efforts even as skirmishing with Federal 
cavalry began to increase. One of his labors was establishing “‘a line of ve- 
dettes on the east bank of the Cumberland to within 8 miles of Smithland, so 
that I will be posted as to the movements and advance of the enemy.” Pillow 
was therefore extremely busy and even asked John B. Floyd, now at Clarks- 
ville, to send on reports to Johnston at Bowling Green—“my engagements 
and duties press me so much that I cannot address you both and, knowing his 
anxiety, I am anxious to place before him the intelligence contained in this 
letter.” Pillow’s lack of protocol could seemingly be forgiven because of all 
his effort, and it was hoped he was producing an upbeat boost of morale in 
the midst of crisis. And that was certainly needed. Pillow noted that when he 
arrived, “deep gloom was hanging over the command, and the troops were 
greatly depressed and demoralized by the circumstances attending the sur- 
render of Fort Henry and the manner of retiring from that place.’””® 
Making morale much better, Pillow also benefited from more reinforce- 
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ments. Johnston sent additional troops to the area, including Simon Bolivar 
Buckner’s division from Russellville, Kentucky, although Buckner initially 
moved his troops to Clarksville. “Hope to get all my troops to Clarksville by 
daylight,” he wrote from Russellville on February 8. Over the course of the 
next couple of days Buckner went personally to Fort Donelson along with 
his “jaded and worn out” division. Buckner’s arrival caused more tension, 
however, because he and Pillow were old political enemies, mainly stemming 
from a nasty 1857 senate race. If that were not enough, militarily and politi- 
cally, yet another general was also at Clarksville by this time, the politician 
John B. Floyd. He had received his orders from Johnston the night of Febru- 
ary 6 as well, and had his brigade in Clarksville by daylight on February 8, 
although he complained that the town was undefended: “the defenses here 
amount to about nothing,” he wrote. “I think they have mistaken the location 
of the work upon the river hill about 200 yards, whilst the one in the bottom 
is nearly submerged.’”’ 

Unfortunately for Johnston, all these newly arrived strong-willed generals 
did not communicate well. Floyd was senior, but he was at Clarksville; Pil- 
low was senior at Donelson itself. And a difference of opinion soon surfaced. 
Floyd had no trust in Fort Donelson’s defense, desiring to defend the Cum- 
berland River at Cumberland City while the independent Pillow was busily 
making Fort Donelson his own little fiefdom: “upon one thing you may rest 
assured,” he wrote Floyd, “viz, that I will never surrender the position, and 
with God’s help I mean to maintain it.” Floyd had other ideas, including 
concentrating all available troops at Cumberland City just upriver from Fort 
Donelson and using the army as a mobile striking force rather than a defen- 
sive garrison. Buckner alluded to Floyd “operating from some point on the 
railway west of that position in the direction of Fort Donelson or Fort Henry, 
thus maintaining his communications with Nashville by the way of Char- 
lotte.” Floyd even sent Buckner to Fort Donelson on the night of February 11 
to order Pillow to evacuate the fort and join him at Cumberland City.*° 

Open rebellion ensued as Pillow was challenged in his authority at Donel- 
son. In fact, when the abhorred Buckner relayed Floyd’s order, Pillow refused 
to obey “until he should have a personal interview with General Floyd”; he 
quickly prepared to travel to Cumberland City to confront the Virginian. Pil- 
low consequently left Buckner in command at Donelson on the morning of 
February 12, Buckner making his headquarters in the Dover Hotel. Pillow 
told Buckner “in no event to bring on an engagement should the enemy ap- 
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proach in force.” Buckner also said that “General Pillow left me under the 
impression that he did not expect an immediate advance of the enemy, and 
regarded their approach from the direction of Fort Henry as impracticable.” 
Pillow then took a steamboat to meet Floyd at Cumberland City.*! 

This was not the first time that Pillow had been corralled, and not the first 
time he had anguished in perceived humiliation. He was in his own view 
one of the heroes of the Mexican War, having been a division commander 
under Winfield Scott. When Polk had taken over from Pillow at Columbus 
in 1861, Pillow admitted: “that I should have felt deeply humiliated at being 
thus deprived of my command, reduced in rank, and placed under the orders 
of a priest, who had devoted his life to religious pursuits and had no experi- 
ence in the field as a military man, ought not to excite surprise.” Pillow later 
complained of “the promotion of my juniors in rank, who, when promoted 
had fought no battle, had no experience in high command and little of any 
sort.” The Tennessean obviously had a thin skin when it came to his honor 
and command, and now he did not like a Virginian, and a political general at 
that, being placed over his carefully constructed lair at Fort Donelson.” 

Pillow chose this moment to take a stand. Although he missed Floyd, who 
had gone to Clarksville, he returned to Fort Donelson about noon, telling 
Buckner that he and Floyd, mostly Pillow as it turned out, had decided that 
Fort Donelson would be maintained and that all troops at Cumberland City 
and Clarksville would be sent there as reinforcements. He had successfully 
lobbied Albert Sidney Johnston, saying he could hold Fort Donelson with 
Buckner’s troops, but he could not do so without them. Pillow thus kept his 
command and placed Buckner’s division in a defensive line on the right de- 
spite their tents and baggage being left behind and the men “suffering very 
much.” Lower-level accounts bore this out. Colonel Joseph B. Palmer of 
the 18th Tennessee wrote that his men “encamped mainly without tents or 
other protection from the weather, and with scarcely any cooking utensils.” 
A compassionate Buckner soon rode his lines, telling his men to cook what 
they could and keep three day’s rations prepared. Johnson’s troops of course 
manned the left.*° 

By February 12, Gideon Pillow had his fort in the best-conceivable shape 
he could, and had proven unshakable in the need to continue its defense. Omi- 
nous signs were nevertheless appearing, on both land and water. A recently 
arrived (February 10) Nathan Bedford Forrest and his 3rd Tennessee Cav- 
alry soon reported Federal troops approaching on land, and Pillow’s vedettes 
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down the river reported steamboats moving toward the fort on February 12. 
Pillow also reported, “I have heard ten heavy discharges of artillery.” Still, 
he was in his element, in total charge, and counseled his command to have as 
optimistic an outlook as he did. He challenged the troops to “drive back the 
ruthless invader from our soil and again raise the Confederate flag over Fort 
Henry.” The battle cry, he said: “Liberty or death.”** 

Not everyone was so enthralled. The troops were miserable, receiving few 
rations and living on flour dough “knead[ed] ...on stumps some on bark 
and some on a log and wind it round our musket rammers and bake and eat 
it without grease or salt.” The high command was not happy either; John B. 
Floyd, just up the river at Cumberland City, wrote Johnston in those interven- 
ing days: “I wish, if possible, you would come down here, if it were only for 
a single day.” Likely, Gideon Pillow thought he needed no such help from 
Johnston or anyone else, but he was about to unexpectedly get a new superior 
on site, changing his entire attitude.» 


Haa Grant been able to keep to his original timetable of marching on Fort 
Donelson on February 8, he could probably have swept in and captured it 
with much less resistance than he later faced. Then again, he might not have 
come away with all he did later in the delayed operations. At any rate, Grant 
was unable to keep to his timetable and slowed down his effort, all the while 
receiving reinforcements and preparing for the advance. James B. McPherson 
summed it up: “the time was chiefly occupied in making reconnaissances up 
the Tennessee River to a short distance above Danville and of the roads lead- 
ing to Fort Donelson, getting our forces in condition to march against the lat- 
ter place and awaiting the co-operation of the gunboats.” He might also have 
included waiting until the roads dried out sufficiently for overland movement. 
A perturbed Grant chafed at the delay, almost daily writing his division com- 
manders that he intended to move the next day.*° 

Even though Grant’s military units did not march eastward from Fort 
Henry on February 8, he still had cavalry and his engineers probing toward 
Dover in an effort to find out as much as they could before the actual march 
began. The major player in finding out the best route to Fort Donelson was 
engineer McPherson, who actually found there were two good routes. The 
main road out of Fort Henry split into the northern branch and the southern 
branch, while the Confederate forces under Heiman took an even lower road 
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in their roundabout march to Fort Donelson. Roundabout as it was, it was not 
feasible for the Federal approach. Fortunately for the Federals, the northern- 
most road split into the two different paths just northeast of the fort, in fact be- 
tween the fort and Panther Creek. The northernmost branch, or the Telegraph 
Road, wound its way south of Panther Creek and across several of its feeder 
branches. Farther on, past the miniature “continental divide” between the two 
rivers, the road also negotiated the upper reaches of Bear Creek and many of 
its tributaries. This path was as a result one of ups and downs and numerous 
creeks. The southernmost route was termed the Ridge Road for good reason; 
it filed along the high ground largely between the tributaries of Panther Creek 
to the north and Lost Creek to the south. It passed Peytona Furnace midway 
to Dover and then climbed the high Tennessee and Pumpkin ridges before 
becoming mired in the valley and tributaries of Hickman Creek closer to Fort 
Donelson. Neither road was free of hindrances, but both were good routes 
that were definitely usable for Grant’s advance.*’ 

McPherson kept cavalry patrols out along these roads throughout the days 
after Fort Henry’s fall. He reported that “the roads had not been obstructed in 
any manner by the rebels, from the fact that after the fall of Fort Henry our 
cavalry scoured the country so continually and effectively that they did not 
venture to send out men for the purpose.” As the days passed, however, these 
cavalry patrols began more and more to meet their Confederate counterparts 
in the form of Nathan Bedford Forrest’s Tennessee cavalry regiment, which 
had arrived at Fort Donelson from Kentucky on February 10. Forrest made a 
reconnaissance out the Telegraph Road on the afternoon of February 11 and 
fought some of the exploring Union cavalry.* 

The short interval of several days gave Grant time not only to organize his 
efforts a little better but also to have his son Fred down for a few days, al- 
though he was sent home before the actual movement toward Fort Donelson 
began. It also gave Grant time to build up his forces even more. Grant had 
two divisions under McClernand and Smith, and they were continually be- 
ing fed newer regiments that were formed into new brigades. By the time the 
divisions marched off toward Fort Donelson, McClernand commanded three 
brigades under colonels Richard J. Oglesby, W. H. L. Wallace, and William 
R. Morrison, the entire division of infantry, artillery, and cavalry all being II- 
linois troops except for two small companies of US regular cavalry. Smith’s 
division by this time had grown to four brigades under Colonels John McAr- 
thur, John Cook, and Jacob Lauman, and Brigadier General Lew Wallace. 
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This division contained an assortment of troops, many of them from Illinois 
but some also hailing from Missouri, Indiana, and Iowa.” 

Some changes in command occurred as Grant further organized his troops, 
leaving the sick of McClernand’s division at Fort Henry along with the 23rd 
and 28th [Illinois and one of Smith’s brigades and the Sth Iowa Cavalry at 
Fort Heiman, all under the command of Lew Wallace. The Indianan was livid 
about being left behind. The decision had been Smith’s, and Wallace seethed 
with anger toward what he described as his jealous division commander. He 
wrote his wife, “through old Smith, I am left behind in command of the Fort 
and Ft. Henry. ‘French Statement.’ I have been sick from rage since yester- 
day.” Wallace told her his patience with Smith was “played out” and he would 
begin to assert himself more amid the breach that was growing between the 
two generals from the disobedience of orders by Wallace at Paducah that had 
landed Smith in a lot of trouble. Wallace evidently complained elsewhere as 
well, but Grant’s aide Hillyer counseled patience: “you will [soon] have a 
position that will suit you in every particular—having no intermediate com- 
mander.”*° 

All the while, other troops continually arrived, Grant telling Halleck: “send 
all troops to arrive to Fort Henry.” He was still nervous that “that point is in 
danger” and wanted as many troops as possible to cover it while he was gone 
to Fort Donelson. Grant displayed more of his nervousness when he admitted, 
“Johnston, Buckner, Floyd, and Pillow are all said to be here,” although he 
seemed less concerned about Pillow, about whom he wrote his sister that he 
intended “to give him a tug before you receive this.” In the end, Grant need 
not have worried, because the Confederates were extremely disorganized at 
this point and were in no way pondering any attack on Fort Henry. He obvi- 
ously did not know that, however. Fortunately, he continued to receive troops 
shuttled up the Tennessee, including eventually by a new commander at Pa- 
ducah, William T. Sherman.*! 


With so many troops gathering and the weather clearing, the operation be- 
gan moving forward in earnest. Grant gave orders on February 10 to move 
two days later, “at as early an hour as practicable,” and delineated what the 
troops should take with them: “neither tents nor baggage will be taken, except 
such as the troops can carry.” The latter included forty rounds of ammunition 
per man and two days’ rations in haversacks. Behind the column, clearly be- 
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hind the marching troops, would come wagons with three days’ rations, but 
Grant was careful to remind his officers these should “not impede the prog- 
ress of the main column.” Some soldiers wrote quick notes home; “marching 
orders have just come to camp to be ready in an hour,” wrote one IIlinoisan, 
“and I take a few moments to write goodbye.” 

More detailed orders were issued the next day. Grant stipulated that one 
of McClernand’s brigades was to move on the Telegraph Road, eventu- 
ally stopping two miles from Fort Donelson. McClernand’s other brigades 
were to move by the lower Ridge Road, stopping at the same distance “and 
throw[ing] out troops so as to form a continuous line between the two wings.” 
Smith’s brigades were to follow on the Ridge Road, one of them, Grant wrote 
somewhat naively, moving into Dover “to cut off all retreat by the river, if 
found practicable to do so.” Lew Wallace of course would remain in com- 
mand at Forts Henry and Heiman, setting up a defense as well as services 
such as a post office. In addition, Cruft’s brigade from Buell’s army as well 
as additional regiments under John Thayer that had also arrived on transports 
at Fort Henry were ordered to turn around and move by water to Fort Do- 
nelson, keeping for protection the Carondelet, which was also by this time 
moving into the Cumberland. One Kentuckian could only surmise that with 
so many troops at Fort Henry, “they had no use for us.” Along with the four 
Indiana and Kentucky regiments under Cruft, Grant sent the 57th Illinois, Ist 
Nebraska, and 2nd Iowa under Thayer by water as well, one Iowan reveling 
in the trip, writing, “spent the evening on deck as it is a beautiful one, and 
the scenery along the River fine.” He added that the boys were entertaining 
themselves in various ways, one preaching “a hard shell sermon to the great 
amusement of his hearers while others of a more serious mood were thinking 
of the morrow.” Thayer was more concerned about his orders to stop addi- 
tional transports moving to Fort Henry, and he turned around eight more boats 
as he moved northward toward Paducah. There, the transports stopped and 
waited for the naval contingent from Cairo before moving on.” 

Meanwhile, much of the army, particularly McClernand’s division, actu- 
ally moved forward on the evening of February 11 to get on high, dry ground 
that would allow them to begin the march at an early hour the next day. From 
there, Grant hoped to reach and engulf Fort Donelson the same day. Indeed, 
the backwater from the rising river had almost inundated Fort Henry and was 
creeping toward the outer earthworks, causing many problems for the Feder- 
als camped around the fort. One staff officer even noted, “there have been 
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several men drowned by getting in and miring.” McClernand’s division thus 
utilized both of the main roads according to Grant’s orders, W. H. L. Wal- 
lace’s brigade on the upper Telegraph Road while Oglesby in the lead and 
Morrison in rear marched on the Ridge Road on February 11. McClernand 
interestingly wrote that “in compliance with your order for marching upon 
Fort Donelson on the morning of the 12th, I directed in the afternoon of the 
11th instant the transfer [of the brigades] ...to a night bivouac ... about 5 
miles in advance.” Such compliance took the division nearly half way to Fort 
Donelson, but McPherson offered some context and noted that “the heaviest 
part of the whole route was from the Tennessee River at Fort Henry back 2 
miles to the high ground. To overcome this and have the forces in good con- 
dition to march against Fort Donelson the artillery and a great portion of the 
infantry were moved back to the high ground on the 11th instant.’’* 

Will Wallace’s brigade, with his prized former regiment the 11th Ilinois in 
the lead, marched out the Telegraph Road to the accompaniment of the drum 
corps around 4:00 PM, moving to a point where the high ground began as the 
road rose out of the bottoms of Panther Creek. The [Ilinoisans camped in line 
of battle in a field that moonlit night, using nearby rails for fires. Just a little 
to the south on the parallel Ridge Road, Oglesby left about the same time and 
camped around 8:00 Pm where the road ran on the high ground between the 
watersheds of Panther and Lost creeks. Charles Tompkins of the 17th Illinois 
wrote of the fine day: “the pleasantest march I ever made. We encamped in 
a fine forest. The boys soon had bright fires of dry pitch blazing & as we lay 
on the dry leaves looking up at the reflection of the fires from the green pine 
above us it was decidedly beautiful and romantic.” Unfortunately the bliss 
ended when the wagons arrived later in the night and the spooked mules got 
loose. They went “over us two or three times,” Tompkins wrote, the first time 
“we were asleep & hearing them coming awakened us so suddenly we sprang 
about ten feet from our bed of leaves the first jump.” 

Despite the chaos, the day itself had been beautiful, and so was the next. 
One Federal described February 12 as “pleasant” while another noted that 
after the cold snap “the weather is spring-like and we are in the best of health 
and spirits.”” One Illinoisan went so far as to write his father, “it is clear and 
warm so warm that the frogs is a hallowing lik birds.” Charles Kroff noted 
in his diary, “this is a delightful day, it is much like spring, birds are singing 
sweetly.” In high spirits indeed, most of the Federals were extremely confi- 
dent in their future success. James Drish, for example, wrote home, “I think 
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we will bag a fine lot of them this time if we don’t get thrashed ourselves 
which is not very likely.” One Illinois cavalryman was definitely caught up 
in the excitement, writing, “looking back over the long column in full view 
there was an army with banners marching to battle... . The burnished arms 
glistened in the morning sunlight which seemed to make ruddy the faces, and 
rugged the forms, of the men in column. All were in the best of spirits.’’*° 

The actual march began early on February 12, McClernand noting that “at 
8 o’clock on the morning of the 12th my whole command was in motion.” 
One Illinoisan wrote that the men ate breakfast and “filled our Canteens with 
nice pure watter that run in a little streem at the foot of the hill on which we 
were camped.” Wallace, with his father-in-law’s 4th Illinois Cavalry leading 
the way, marched alone on the Telegraph Road while Oglesby and Morrison 
continued past Peytona Furnace on the lower Ridge Road. Cavalry led the 
way on the lower road as well, Colonel Silas Noble of the 2nd Illinois Cavalry 
leading Oglesby with skirmishers and flankers. Wallace also noted that he was 
careful in “keeping frequent communication with Colonel Oglesby’s First 
Brigade.” The two roads actually joined each other inside the Confederate 
defenses, but fortunately for McClernand several crossover roads connected 
the two outside the Confederate earthworks. As he neared the Confederate 
garrison, Wallace thus joined the remainder of the division on the Ridge Road 
after sending his cavalry forward to Rowlett’s Mill and finding the crossing of 
Hickman Creek underwater and impassable. Indeed, the Confederates were 
counting on the backwater from the river to shield that right flank of the forti- 
fications. Wallace’s troops simply took the connecting road southward to the 
Ridge Road, where Oglesby’s regiments were already forming in response to 
meeting a stiffer Confederate defense. One teamster simply reckoned in his 
diary, “the ball opened this evening.’”*’ 

It is remarkable that Grant’s forces were able to march right up to the de- 
fenses of Fort Donelson on February 12, but then the state of the Confederate 
command explained this fact. Grant of course famously declared that he knew 
both Pillow and Floyd and knew he could get away with such boldness. Obvi- 
ously, Floyd and Pillow were away at Cumberland City and Clarksville at the 
time. Buckner, who was chafing to get out of Fort Donelson with his troops, 
did not offer any resistance, and was actually under orders not to bring on 
an engagement. As a result, Grant was able to march right up to Fort Donel- 
son and the Confederates missed what some historians have declared was a 
golden opportunity to strike Grant’s forces while they were on separate roads 
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and the gunboats would not be of any help. A terribly fractured Confederate 
command system precluded such offensive action, however, and the Federals 
easily moved all the way to the Confederate defenses.** 

That said, resistance stiffened the closer the Federals came to Fort Donel- 
son. Leading the Federal advance, Major John J. Mudd was out front with a 
scouting party and located what McClernand described as “a detachment of 
the enemy’s cavalry strongly supported, indicating the determination to resist 
our farther progress.” Oglesby formed an advance guard of his brigade under 
Major George A. Bacon and the 30th Illinois while the remainder of his bri- 
gade deployed in the rear. Wallace and Morrison did likewise. It was a good 
thing, because their harassment came from Forrest’s Tennessee cavalry as 
well as a company of the 18th Tennessee of Buckner’s division. McClernand 
described the Confederate horsemen making “a vigorous and determined at- 
tack upon our grand guard” and then trying to flank the advance guard and 
“cut it off from its support.” Forrest had far too few men to do much damage 
to three deployed brigades and artillery, George C. Gumbart’s Illinois battery 
even getting off one shot, but he at least let McClernand know the Confeder- 
ates were apprised of the situation and there would be no more ground gained 
freely. Indeed, the small action with Forrest cost Bacon’s advance guard one 
killed and four wounded, but the Confederates were the ones truly surprised. 
Colonel Palmer of the 18th Tennessee reported that his company on skirmish 
duty “suddenly ... discovered several thousand Federal troops advancing 
towards our encampment.” Captain W. R. Butler immediately conducted a 
“prudent and skillful retreat,’ Palmer noted. Forrest likewise fell back up the 
Indian Creek Road with his wounded. One Federal put it more succinctly: 
“they only fired one voly and run.”””” 

By this time, a light-traveling Grant (carrying only a toothbrush and extra 
shirt) himself was on the field, arriving around 2:00 PM. He had left Fort Henry 
earlier, making the entire twelve-mile trip that morning and early afternoon. 
He was apparently in a good mood, joking with Surgeon John Brinton, who 
rode a spirited horse who kept nudging ahead of the others: “Doctor, I believe 
I command this army, and I think I'll go first.” Making his headquarters at a 
farmhouse owned by a widow named Crisp, Grant soon took firm control of 
the situation, apprising McClernand that Smith was immediately behind and 
that he would take the left and McClernand should move his three brigades 
and assume the right of the line. Grant thus described how “the fortifications 
of the enemy were from this point gradually approached and surrounded, 
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with occasional skirmishing on the line.” At places, in fact, the Federals could 
well see their goal, Fort Donelson. One Illinoisan remembered a “rattle snake 
ensign upon the heights of Donaldson.” 

Smith was indeed right behind, although he had to continually endure 
many problems. The newspapers were still calling him disloyal, or as Smith 
described to his wife the Chicago Tribune “keeps up its fire on me.” Perhaps 
for that reason Smith had declined to allow reporters access to his head- 
quarters with a “very prompt negative,’ adding that he regarded reporters 
as “little better than a nuisance.” Then, too, some of Smith’s command also 
had a much longer march to make. One of his brigades, McArthur’s, had 
started the morning at Fort Heiman and had to be ferried across the river 
before they could begin their march. Once on the way, however, these troops 
moved quickly, brigade commander Cook noting, “the road being excellent 
and all transportation having been left at Fort Henry.” The 52nd Indiana in 
his brigade even found time on one break to enjoy honey some of the mem- 
bers found in a nearby beehive. The division wound its way on the Ridge 
Road, Cook in front, Lauman next, and the delayed McArthur in the rear, to 
a point behind McClernand’s deployed division. Smith then moved them to 
the left, placing Lauman’s brigade on the far left near Hickman Creek and 
Cook’s brigade on his right, connecting with McClernand’s division. Smith 
held McArthur’s troops in reserve behind this line, although there was a good 
bit of moving and redeploying during the night. The artillery also deployed, 
but with difficulty. One Federal described the process of placing the guns: 
“the officer had to find a vantage-ground first; then with axes a road to it was 
hewn out; after which, in many instances, the men, with the prolongs over 
their shoulders, helped the horses along.”?! 

All the while, McClernand’s brigades were filing off to the right, Oglesby 
in the lead taking the extreme right position with Wallace on his left. Mor- 
rison’s small brigade took the left of the division along the Ridge Road, con- 
necting with Cook’s brigade of Smith’s division. McClernand described that 
he ordered the brigades “to ascend the range of steep hills which overlook 
the center and right of the enemy’s works, and to form in order of battle.” To 
move to the right, the troops eventually had to cross the wide valley of Indian 
Creek in the face of Confederate fire, and each regiment in turn responded 
the same way: “on the double quick his [McClernand’s] men passed through 
it; and when, in the wood beyond, they resumed the route-step and saw that 
nobody was hurt, they fell to laughing at themselves.” All the while, Oglesby 
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maneuvered the most on the right, continually pushing down the Wynns Ferry 
Road, causing rearward personnel such as surgeons to repeatedly have to 
relocate their regiments after moving their hospitals. 

McClernand’s artillery was likewise “brought to the crest of the hills,” 
Wallace commenting on “dragging the artillery up the steep, wooded hills.” 
Oglesby brought up artillery once the infantry reached the point of being “in 
full view of the enemy’s tents on the opposite hill.” He brought up one how- 
itzer of Gumbart’s battery but found it could not reach the required distance. 
He then ordered forward one of the three James rifles of Jasper Dresser’s 
Illinois battery, which fired twenty-one times and caused obvious concern in 
the Confederate lines: “the result,’ Dresser noted, “was to disperse a body 
of infantry which was drawn up in line of battle and to compel the enemy 
to strike their tents in that camp.” George Durfee of the 8th Illinois agreed, 
writing that the guns felled “some of their tents and [made] them advance rap- 
idly to the rear under the hill, and out of range.” A Confederate confirmed it, 
writing how the shells “came whirling through the air, now striking a house, 
now going beyond the town and plunging in the angry waters of the river.” 

Under cover of the rifle, Oglesby’s brigade made a farther movement for- 
ward to a better location, and once more sidestepped to the east a half-mile to 
better encircle the enemy works. Colonel Michael K. Lawler’s 18th Illinois 
led the way “over a high ridge,” one Illinoisan reported, followed at sunset 
by the remainder of the brigade despite an unfortunate friendly fire incident 
in the growing darkness causing several casualties in the 29th Illinois. One 
soldier in the 8th [Illinois wrote that “one of our regiments come up behind 
us and not knowing but what we were there enemy fired into the rear of our 
regiment, the bullets whistling about us in every direction.” The rear of the 
8th Illinois returned fire, killing three and wounding three in the 29th Illinois. 
Wallace’s and Morrison’s brigades meanwhile followed the eastward move- 
ment, keeping the line fully formed despite, Colonel Morrison recalled, mov- 
ing “over underbrush, fences, ravines, and brooks in the best possible order, 
[the men] casting away their knapsacks, overcoats, and every inconvenience 
to their most speedy advance.” Another officer described the dense thickets 
“making it impossible for even colonels to see their regiments from flank to 
flank.” The confusion ranged all the way up to the brigade level; Will Wal- 
lace’s staff officer I. P. Rumsey described “the crooks and maneuverings in 
the woods, trying to find the enemy.”* 

It was all very confusing to the watching Confederates, one Tennessean 
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writing of their surprise when the enemy neared: “a hatless horseman came 
rushing by crying, * Yankees! Yankees!’ Old man Arbegast blew the assembly 
call on the bugle and 3rd [Tennessee] fell in line.” A wagon train of volunteers 
on the way to Dover to gather supplies was immediately left: “in less than one 
minute every mule was unhitched and mounted,” wrote the commander, the 
boys wanting to get back to their regiment to fight. The continual encircle- 
ment also kept the watching Confederates busy, one of whom reported, “we 
saw a regiment of bluecoats march up in line of battle but has scarcely be- 
come visible before they formed fours and marched directly to the left.” Some 
wanted to fire on the enemy several hundred yards away, but the officers man- 
aged to keep them calm, knowing that muskets and shotguns would not reach 
that distance. “The excitement among us as is usually among fresh troops was 
intense,” remembered one Confederate, but they were confident. “Our army 
had whipped at Manassas and other places and we would whip here too.” 

The solid line of Union regiments also confused one of Grant’s staff of- 
ficers, who was then subjected to a little ribbing. Surgeon Brinton had rid- 
den out to look at matters and inadvertently got in front of the line of battle. 
When he tried to return, the regiment on his front realized the situation and 
“it seemed to afford the men great pleasure,’ Brinton remembered, “‘to close 
up so as to keep me from getting through. I, and a solitary scared dog, were in 
front. After a while, when the men had had their joke at my expense, I passed 
through.”°° 

Despite the humor, the continual Union envelopment also brought with it 
more ominous activity; numerous Federal batteries began to unlimber and 
take the Confederate defenses under fire. “Suddenly the silence was broken 
by the boom of a cannon,” one Tennessean remembered, “a light puff of 
smoke appeared high in the air in front of our line, then the busting of the 
shell was heard, and the smoke ascended in the form of a delicate ring up into 
the heavens out of sight.” He thought, “many a time have I seen it ascend 
from the bowl of a pipe in a quiet room in exactly the same manner.” But this 
was no such peaceful place. In fact, more rounds began to fall, and the area 
resembled anything but a quiet room. It was now a battlefield.>’ 


As fate would have it, the final phase of Grant’s concentration also came 
about on February 12. The army general was wary about carrying on his 
campaign without naval support and the troops the navy was ferrying around 
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the rivers as reinforcements. A worried Grant had little information on the 
gunboats’ whereabouts, those under Foote having left Cairo several days ago. 
Closer in contact was the Carondelet at Fort Henry, which was sent around by 
Grant with instructions to let him know when the gunboat appeared off Fort 
Donelson. It was a harrying trip for the large, leaking gunboat, towed as it was 
by the steamer Alps. Commander Henry Walke nevertheless got his boat up 
the Cumberland River and approached Fort Donelson by midday on Febru- 
ary 12. “Seeing or hearing nothing of our army,’ Walke reported, “I threw a 
few shell into Fort Donelson to announce my arrival to General Grant, as he 
had previously desired.” He marveled at the “echo from the hills.” He also 
marveled that the place looked even more ominous than it sounded. Walke 
described the Confederate fort with its batteries dug into the side of the hill in 
eerie terms: “the black rows of heavy guns, pointing down on us, reminded 
me of the dismal-looking sepulchers cut into the rocky cliffs near Jerusalem, 
but far more repulsive.’”® 

The Confederates in Fort Donelson interpreted Walke’s shelling as a full- 
fledged attack. When the large, black ironclad poked its bow around the bend 
a couple of miles down the river from the fort, complete with rockets fired 
above obviously indicating to those ashore its position, the gunners manned 
their pieces for the showdown that all expected. “The smoke exactly marked 
the progress of the boat and we knew when to expect her appearance,” Reu- 
ben Ross related, “a low black nose soon glided beyond the point shaped 
exactly like that of a R.R. Engine, having two steamboat pipes at the upper 
part of the nose.” Some of the newly minted artillerymen were still training 
on their pieces when an officer “suddenly informed me that the gunboats 
were coming,” one artilleryman remembered, “and we set to work to pre- 
pare for them.” Despite the extreme range, the Confederate gunners opened 
on the Carondelet with the heaviest gun in the fort, the large rifle, and, one 
Confederate crowed, “by using great pains succeeded in striking much more 
frequently than we expected.” The gunboat and fort traded a dozen or so 
shots before Walke eased the Carondelet back around the bend, his purpose 
fulfilled. The Confederates were amazed that they had survived their baptism 
of fire, one writing that they received “no damage to us at all, though all her 
shot reached us easily. This was considered remarkable, as we had no cover- 
ing overhead and moderately high epaulements.’”»”? 

While Walke was content to just throw a few shells forward, the Confeder- 
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ates, perhaps awash in “driving away” the enemy gunboat or gunboats, cel- 
ebrated what seemed to them to be a great victory. Although Walke reported 
no hits, one of the officers commanding the Confederate gunners noted, “our 
balls could be heard to strike with tolerable distinctness.” Likewise, they soon 
received word from a civilian who had been at the bend during the exchange: 
“a respectable citizen, from in view of the boat below the bend, sent us up 
word that this boat was taken off in a sinking condition between two other 
boats, but that she could not be kept up and that he saw her sink finally.” 
One officer noted, “we could not know and hesitated to believe in such good 
news.” Such deliberation was wise, because Walke and the Carondelet were 
fine around the bend in the river. The commander had dropped anchor a few 
miles to the north and waited for word to come from Grant or Foote, or both.” 

With the army approaching the Confederate works on land and at least a 
portion of the navy on station, the operation was now beginning in earnest. 
Yet little else could be done this day, while large components, army and navy, 
were still filing in and taking position. By the time Grant had his two divi- 
sions deployed and moved forward to the last ridge in front of the Confeder- 
ate works, night had set in. The gunboats and reinforcements sent around by 
river had not arrived either, so major action would have to wait until the next 
day. Grant in fact wrote that a halt took place “owing to the non-arrival of 
the gunboats and re-enforcements sent by water, .. . but the investment was 
extended on the flanks of the enemy and drawn closer to his works, with skir- 
mishing all day.” Despite the delay, the Federals went into bivouac confident 
but watchful. The 12th Iowa’s Colonel Joseph Woods remembered, “slept on 
their arms ready for action.” Brigade commander Cook in Smith’s division 
noted: “in fine spirits, with full assurance of success, the troops passed the 
night, prepared for an attack should a sally be made from the fort.” The artil- 
lery remained in constant readiness as well; Jasper Dresser reported, “we lay 
in the woods with our teams hitched up and the men with their equipments 
on.’ Unfortunately for the troops, they were so close to the enemy that fires 
were not allowed, Captain S. B. Marks of the 18th Illinois noting that his 
regiment “remained on arms during the night without fires.’ Others had left 
tents and blankets in the rear at Fort Henry. Fortunately for the Federals, the 
supreme confidence of what would occur on the morrow negated most of the 
discomfort on this comparatively mild night.°! 

One Federal particularly exhibited such confidence. An Indianan was cap- 
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tured and taken to a Confederate camp, whereupon an officer interrogated 
him, asking who commanded the Union army. “General U. S. Grant” came 
the reply, to which the Confederates asked “where he came from, as we had 
never heard of him before.” The Indianan quietly responded, “you will [soon] 
know him well enough.” 


Major General Henry W. Halleck was the attentive if nervous commander of the 
Department of the Missouri, under which Grant’s offensive fell. He did not fully 


trust Grant to lead the campaign but wasted no time in claiming the spoils of victory. 
Courtesy Library of Congress. 
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Brigadier General Don Carlos Buell commanded the Department of the Ohio and 
was a thorn in Halleck’s side, being hesitant to support Halleck’s operations and only 
grudgingly sending reinforcements once Halleck acted on his own. Courtesy Library 
of Congress. 





Brigadier General Ulysses S. Grant commanded the District of Cairo, which included 
the twin rivers. His insistence on attacking the enemy gave the Union its first major 
victories and made Grant a national hero in the process. Courtesy Library of Congress. 
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Brigadier General John A. McClernand commanded Grant’s First Division. He 
was a politician general that caused Grant many headaches, but he fought well. 
McClernand’s division bore the brunt of the fighting at Fort Donelson. Courtesy 
Library of Congress. 
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Brigadier General Charles F. Smith commanded Grant’s Second Division. He was an 
old army officer who suffered under rumors of disloyalty early in 1862. Perhaps for 
that reason, he bravely led his division in the thickest of the fighting at Fort Donelson, 
contributing largely to the victory. Courtesy Library of Congress. 
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Brigadier General Lew Wallace commanded Grant’s newly created Third Division 
at Fort Donelson. His opportune stand stalled the Confederate advance, and his 
counterattack retook much of the lost ground on February 15. Courtesy Library of 
Congress. 
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Colonel W. H. L. Wallace commanded a brigade under McClernand. His bold stand 
bought time on February 15, but his brigade suffered heavy casualties. Courtesy 
Library of Congress. 
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Colonel Joseph D. Webster served as Grant’s chief of staff. He was a seasoned 
advisor to the young general but was not above carrying orders during the battle. 
Courtesy Library of Congress. 





Flag Officer Andrew H. Foote commanded the naval contingent on the 
twin rivers. His bold attack at Fort Henry won the victory and made him 
a hero, but the same tactics failed miserably at Fort Donelson, where he 
was also wounded. Courtesy Library of Congress. 
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Lieutenant Commander Seth L. Phelps commanded the timberclad division of 
gunboats, with which he patrolled the rivers and gained much intelligence for the 
Union land efforts. His raid into Mississippi and Alabama after Fort Henry created 
shock throughout the Confederacy. Courtesy Library of Congress. 





Commander Henry Walke commanded the USS Carondelet, which saw action 
at both Forts Henry and Donelson. The ironclad was heavily damaged in the 
campaign. Courtesy Library of Congress. 





General Albert Sidney Johnston commanded the vast Confederate Department 
Number 2. His concentration on the Bowling Green, Kentucky, defenses allowed the 
enemy to break his defensive line in an unexpected area—at the twin rivers. Courtesy 
Library of Congress. 





General P. G. T. Beauregard arrived in the west as Johnston’s second in command in 
February 1862. The rumor of his arrival, with reinforcements, was one of the reasons 


the Federals decided to hurry up operations on the twin rivers. Courtesy National 
Archives. 





Major General Leonidas Polk commanded the Confederate Gibraltar at Columbus, 
Kentucky. Although the twin rivers were technically in his command area, he was 
consumed with Columbus’s defense and gave little thought to the area. Courtesy 
Library of Congress. 





Brigadier General Lloyd Tilghman commanded the twin-river forts after November 
1861. He pleaded for men, material, and help, but Johnston and Polk were obsessed 
with their own defenses elsewhere, and the twin rivers were as a result woefully 
undermanned. Courtesy Miller’s Photographic History. 





Brigadier General John B. Floyd was a political general who found himself in 
command at Fort Donelson. His passiveness and ability to be controlled were 
much of the problem in the Confederate high command. His cowardly escape did 
not endear him to Confederates either. Courtesy Library of Congress. 





Brigadier General Gideon J. Pillow saw himself as the hero of the twin rivers, but his 
usurpation of authority from Floyd only caused trouble. His questionable decisions 
in battle and in retreat left him a vilified man. Courtesy National Archives. 





Brigadier General Simon B. Buckner commanded one division in the Fort Donelson 
army. He was left with the overall command when Floyd and Pillow chose to escape 
the surrender, but he endeared himself to his soldiers by staying and suffering the 
same fate as they. Courtesy Library of Congress. 





Brigadier General Bushrod R. Johnson was often left out of the Confederate high 
command’s decisions. He ostensibly commanded a division, but the overbearing Pillow 
often took it over in battle. Courtesy Library of Congress. 





Tennessee governor Isham G. Harris was appalled at the fall of Forts Henry and 
Donelson, although many of the underlying reasons were his fault. The fall of his 
capital at Nashville caused Harris and the state government to become a government on 
the run, remaining so for the rest of the war. Courtesy Library of Congress. 
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The USS Essex was the first Union ironclad in service. A Confederate round hit a 
boiler at Fort Henry and put the vessel out of action. The shot killed and wounded, 
mostly by scalding, many of the crew. Courtesy Library of Congress. 





The USS Louisville was one of the city-class ironclads that made its maiden entrance 
into battle at Forts Henry and Donelson. The Louisville was not in action at Fort Henry 
but was part of the flotilla that unsuccessfully attacked Fort Donelson. Courtesy Miller’s 
Photographic History. 





The USS Lexington was one of the stout timberclads that roamed the western rivers 
under Ledyard Phelps. The Lexington’s reconnaissances and raids up the Tennessee 
River provided much intelligence and instilled fear into many Confederates. Because 
of damage, the Lexington was not engaged at Fort Donelson. Courtesy Miller’s 
Photographic History. 





The USS Tyler was one of the workhorses of the US Navy in the twin-rivers campaign. 
The vessel took part in both the Fort Henry and Fort Donelson action, as well as 
Phelps’s raid up the Tennessee River. Courtesy Miller’s Photographic History. 





The USS Pittsburg was another city-class ironclad that saw action at Fort Donelson. 
The Pittsburg had among its crew many of the surviving Essex sailors. Courtesy 
Miller’s Photographic History. 





Fort Henry was a star-shaped fort on the Tennessee River, and its outline can still be 
seen in this 1937 aerial view. Sadly, in just a few years the fort would be submerged 
in the depths of Kentucky Lake as the Tennessee Valley Authority dammed up the 
river. Courtesy Fort Donelson National Battlefield. 
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This postwar view shows the battlefield of Fort Donelson looking east. The photo 


illustrates the undulating nature of the terrain. Courtesy Fort Donelson National 
Battlefield. 





The postwar view of the Forge Road shows the nature of the battlefield. The Forge Road 
was the anticipated avenue of Confederate escape, but the attempt was never made. 
Courtesy Fort Donelson National Battlefield. 





This 1884 view looking southward across the Cumberland River toward Fort Donelson 
illustrates the size of the river as well as how the terrain looked prior to the damming of 
the Cumberland River. Courtesy Fort Donelson National Battlefield. 
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This postwar view of the Dover Hotel shows the structure as seen from the river landing 
below. The Dover Hotel became the scene of much drama, including Simon Bolivar 
Buckner’s surrender of Fort Donelson to Ulysses S. Grant. Courtesy Fort Donelson 
National Battlefield. 
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“PRETTY WELL TESTED THE STRENGTH OF 





Our DEFENSIVE LINE” 


The signs were unmistakable. All through the day on February 12, Grant had 
encircled almost all of the Southern lines, the exception being the extreme 
Confederate left near Lick Creek. Likewise, the Union navy appeared on the 
river and while not offering much of a fight, it still showed itself, as much 
to the Union army ashore as to the Confederates. The defenders inside Fort 
Donelson knew exactly what it all meant. “The smoke of his gunboats was 
seen in the distance,’ Confederate engineer Jeremy Gilmer wrote, “warning 
us that a combined attack was to be expected.” 

This day, February 13, would certainly see the beginning of major hostili- 
ties around Fort Donelson, both on land and on water, but it would also see 
additional fighting as far back as Fort Henry. Lieutenant Colonel J. H. Miller 
of the Ist Mississippi Cavalry led his troopers on raids against Fort Heiman, 
hoping to disrupt some of Lew Wallace’s foraging parties who were, Miller 
said, “committing terrible depredations on the citizens.” Miller had with him 
many of the units from Fort Heiman that had not escaped across the river, 
including Padgett’s, Hubbard’s, and Houston’s companies of cavalry.’ 

By far, the biggest decision of this day came in once and for all committing 
the Fort Donelson garrison to live or die with the result of the defense there. 
Pillow and Floyd had made the decision the morning before, and regiment 
after regiment began to flow into the fort. Some, such as Colonel William E. 
Baldwin’s brigade from Cumberland City, including the 26th Mississippi and 
26th Tennessee, arrived in the early hours of February 13 and were imme- 
diately sent to the works. Others arrived after daylight, when the significant 
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artillery and sharpshooter fire picked up once more; “every time a head ap- 
pears above the earthworks,” one Federal wrote, “a ball goes through it.” The 
42nd Tennessee marched off their transport at Dover “under a heavy fire,” the 
adjutant remembered. They had two or three men wounded as they marched 
through the town toward the lines. The Virginia battery under John H. Guy 
had two shells hit their steamboat as they approached the landing around 
noon. Others had a safer time, including Floyd’s last two Virginia regiments 
under Colonel John McCausland of the 36th Virginia as well as the attached 
20th Mississippi.” 

Perhaps the most important arrival was that of one man. Not satisfied with 
his current crop of generals at the fort, Albert Sidney Johnston sent one last 
general officer into the growing confusion of Fort Donelson, and this decision 
would play out significantly over the course of the next few days. Johnston 
telegraphed on the evening of February 12 for John B. Floyd, currently at 
Clarksville and Cumberland City, to move to the fort; he also gave him com- 
plete command: “I give you full authority to make all the dispositions of your 
troops for the defenses of Fort Donelson, Clarksville and the Cumberland you 
may think proper.” Such was a huge task for a politician-soldier, but Johnston 
continually refused to move to the crisis point himself and take command. 
Consequently, Floyd would be the decision maker. He took a steamer imme- 
diately and reached Fort Donelson the morning of February 13, even before 
the sun rose. Floyd immediately rode the lines to see for himself what kind 
of defense could be made and then made his headquarters at a house just two 
blocks up from the Dover Hotel.’ 

Floyd’s arrival was significant, but not so much because another general 
was needed; in fact, there were more generals of perceived high rank than 
positions. All except for Johnson, who with his civilian cap and cloak caused 
one Mississippian to state that he “resembled more a little Jewish merchant 
than a Confederate general,” perceived themselves as higher-level command- 
ers despite their actual rank as brigadier generals. Buckner had commanded 
a division in Johnston’s army at Bowling Green, and even Johnson had claim 
to commanding a division here at Fort Donelson. Pillow had certainly com- 
manded larger organizations and was in command of the fort as a whole prior 
to Floyd’s arrival. Floyd technically outranked them all by date of appoint- 
ment. So, while all the brigades in the Confederate army were commanded 
by ranking colonels, none of the brigadier generals was willing to command 
a lowly brigade, while several actually desired command of the fort itself 
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The major problem was between Pillow and Floyd. Buckner and Johnson 
were seemingly content to command their divisions, but Floyd’s arrival put 
the Confederate command system in jeopardy. Pillow had been extremely 
active and efficient in his command of the fort. His messages while in com- 
mand rang with optimism, almost daring the enemy to come and attack him 
and his fort. When Floyd arrived and took command, Pillow seemed to slink 
back into the masses but remained unable or unwilling to let this slight pass. 
In fact, Pillow seemed determined to maintain at least some of his indepen- 
dence and power, now writing Governor Harris much more frequently than 
he did Johnston or anyone else. It seemed Pillow was grasping at anyone 
who would listen and reverted back to his old power base within Tennessee’s 
politics and militia.° 

On the other hand, an extremely hesitant Floyd took command from the 
passionate Pillow. The two had already sparred over whether to reinforce or 
evacuate Fort Donelson. The result was that Floyd changed his mind despite 
the fact that Pillow was his junior. Floyd had a tendency to waffle, espe- 
cially when confronted by a forceful personality such as Pillow’s. Pillow now 
had little to do except exert his forceful personality against the man whom 
he viewed as an interloper. A volatile mixture thus emerged. Albert Sidney 
Johnston would have been much better off had he placed one or the other in 
command. Retaining both when only one was actually needed was a formula 
for disaster.’ 

Such command chaos is evident in the account of Virginia battery com- 
mander John H. Guy. His unit arrived around noon on February 13, and Bush- 
rod Johnson immediately ordered him to move to the line. Guy wrote that 
although Johnson seemed nice enough, “I saw no manifestation of general- 
ship.” When on the way, the battery ran into Pillow, who asked who they were 
and where they were going. When told Johnson had ordered them to the line, 
Pillow “exhibited some indignation” and countermanded the orders. Then the 
Virginians met Floyd, whom they knew well. Guy wrote that “Genl. Floyd 
was present, but seemed not to be exercising Command, Genl. P. was giving 
orders, & would occasionally mention one of them to Genl. F & explain it to 
him. Whence I inferred that Genl. P was in Command.”® 

On top of such a hesitant character, Floyd was also not well liked even 
in his Virginia brigades. One Virginian told of an episode when the generals 
came riding by their lines. Floyd never acknowledged the Virginians, and 
Buckner and Johnson merely “touched their caps to our flag.” Pillow, on the 
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other hand, reined up his horse and addressed the troops: “I trust to old Vir- 
ginia my safety and my honor.” A watching soldier remembered, “the effect 
was electrical, and inspired the Virginians with renewed hopes and courage.” 
A Mississippian in Floyd’s command similarly wrote home, lamenting, “we 
are still under General Floyd,” also noting that it was “unanimously agreed 
to petition to be transferred from Floyd.” Of course, Pillow had his detractors 
too, perhaps more from political than military associations. Former Nashville 
mayor Randal McGavock of the 10th Tennessee said, for example, “I regret 
very much that Gen. Pillow has been placed in command, as I have no faith 
or confidence in him as an officer.” 

Such was a formula for Confederate disaster, already brewing at Fort 
Donelson. 


Although he knew little of the chaotic command situation in the Confeder- 
ate lines, Grant was not about to let up. He had deployed his divisions and 
the navy had tested the river batteries the day before, and everyone expected 
this would be the deciding day. As expected, the fighting recommenced at 
daylight on February 13, Floyd writing that the firing “announced the opening 
of the conflict” and that the Federals “opened a general and active fire from 
all arms upon our trenches.” The Confederates were not fully ready, however, 
so they had to depend on what defenses they had created so far." 

There were four parts to the Confederates’ defenses. One, the most impor- 
tant because of the emphasis on the Federal navy and its victory at Fort Henry, 
was the river batteries. The entire fort’s armament included eight 32-pound- 
ers, which had proved too light at Fort Henry, and a larger 10-inch columbiad 
and 32-pound rifle, both of which were more effective. There were also three 
smaller guns, including an 8-inch howitzer and “two nondescript 9-pound- 
ers.” Cannoneers had trained on these guns since January, marking ranges 
on the riverbank at a thousand, fifteen hundred, and two thousand yards and 
practicing with their pieces. Another company of artillerymen, Captain R.R. 
Ross’s men of the Maury Artillery, gave their field pieces to the other batter- 
ies and manned the rifle and two naval guns in what Haynes described as the 
“half-moon battery.” This group sat farther up the riverbank across a small 
depression and was most often referred to as the “upper battery,” because it 
was located farther up the river. Captain Joseph Dixon commanded all the 
guns, ably assisted by Captain Jacob Culbertson, who was without a battery 
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now that his guns had been left on the road from Fort Henry. While not drill- 
ing, the cannoneers worked on the defenses, embrasures, and magazines." 

Despite the firepower, there were still problems. Similar to the difficulty 
at Fort Henry, the columbiad recoiled too much; in Haynes words, “its recoil 
threw the gun back against the hurters, throwing the chassis off the pintle, and 
seriously damaging the iron barbette carriage.” Haynes termed it “useless” 
in such condition and soon replaced the traverse wheels with larger versions, 
thereby raising the level of incline to work against the recoil. Haynes reported 
that “with these new wheels it worked like a charm,” but not everyone agreed. 
One officer wrote that “this depression was so great that it produced a valley 
or bed out of which the front wheels could not be rolled, thus diminishing 
very greatly the range of the gun right or left.’ At the same time, the gunners 
were also having difficulty with the large rifle. Haynes reported that when it 
was sent to the fort, “neither pintle nor pintle plate (without which it could not 
be mounted) was sent with it.” Haynes had to send another officer to gather 
the needed equipment, and the gun was only mounted on February 11." 

While the river batteries were the main focal points, a second major com- 
ponent of the Donelson defenses was the fort itself sitting just atop the river 
batteries on high ground between the two large and flooded creeks, Hickman 
to the north and Indian to the south. Inside were hundreds of small cabins, one 
soldier describing them as “log houses .. . all of which are of uniform size, 
and built in regular order, they are about 12 by 15 feet inside and provided 
with a fireplace each.” The 30th, 49th, and 50th Tennessee of John Head’s 
brigade occupied these cabins and manned the fort itself. A third major area 
of concern was the town of Dover a mile or so up the Cumberland River from 
the river batteries and fort. It contained the only good landing and accordingly 
housed “our principal supplies of commissary and quartermaster’s stores,” 
Pillow wrote." 

The fourth area consisted of the landward defenses. Engineer Jeremy 
Gilmer laid out “lines of infantry cover,” as he called them, “on command- 
ing grounds around the place and fatigue parties were daily employed in 
their construction.” Initially these were just around the fort itself, between 
Hickman and Indian creeks, but as more troops and supplies arrived in the 
days after Fort Henry, Gilmer decided to extend the lines to surround Dover 
as well, reaching almost to Lick Creek. These lines ran for more than two 
miles between Hickman Creek and Lick Creek, but dangerously crossed In- 
dian Creek in the process, one observer writing that the creeks and ravines 
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were “almost wide and deep enough to be called valleys.” Unfortunately for 
the defenders, the trenches were not formidable as yet. One Texan described 
them as “small saplings, with which that country abounds, thrown lengthwise 
along the outside margin of ditches, dug some 5 feet wide and 2 feet deep, 
the dirt having been thrown upon the saplings, and giving us protection of 
about 5 feet.”’!* 

Confederate soldiers toiled night and day on these works and abatis, one 
Mississippian writing in his diary, “made Breast Works of brush and through 
up a ditch on the inside which took us all night to do.” Without much opposi- 
tion, the Confederates were initially not that enthused with the task: “we were 
at first much more careless than afterward,” another Mississippian reported. 
As more and more Federals appeared, however, the entrenchment effort in- 
creased, especially when a sudden burst of musketry “was heard in front of us 
and simultaneously a shower of balls were whizzing along our works.” Sol- 
diers digging outside the trenches dropped their tools and scampered inside 
while those atop them “rolled or jumped to the same place.’ 

Even as they grew stronger, the outer defenses were a source of concern 
for the Confederate high command. Buckner characterized them as “in a very 
imperfect condition,” and wrote that they “consisted of a few logs rolled to- 
gether and but slightly covered with earth, forming an insufficient protection 
even against field artillery.” He also complained that the defenses had been 
located “near the crests of a series of ridges, which sloped backward to the 
river, and were again commanded in several places by other ridges at a still 
greater distance from the river.” He also noted that the Confederate line was 
periodically broken by “deep valleys and ravines, which materially interfered 
with communications between different parts of the line.” Pillow complained 
as well: the entire area “was commanded by the heights above and below on 
the river and by a continuous range of hills all around the works to the rear.” 
Once Floyd arrived, he seconded Pillow’s grim assessment, writing that they 
were “in many places .. . injudiciously constructed, because of the distance 
they were placed from the brow of the hill, subjecting the men to a heavy fire 
from the enemy’s sharpshooters.” Yet these outer works were all that the de- 
fending Confederates had, and they were manned continually from February 
12 onward, although most commanders opted to keep only a portion of their 
troops on the front line at the same time. Nathaniel Cheairs of the 3rd Tennes- 
see, for example, remembered “occasionally alternating” his companies. The 
officers also tried to instill some faith in the works, Bushrod Johnson himself 


PA: CHAPTER NINE 


walking along the line of Thomas Davidson’s brigade “and direct[ing] us how 
to manage for the best in our fortifying land[.] reminded of the invaluable 
benefit we might derive from them.”'® 

There was precious little time given to prepare further. The Federal artil- 
lery and sharpshooters opened up at daylight on February 13, harassing the 
Confederate lines. The firing even reached the officers’ slave cooks behind 
the lines, who found “there were more Negroes than holes so they piled up 
three or four deep in a hole.” One Tennessee soldier told the story that “Old 
Ike Suttle was at the bottom and Ned Brown was on the top in one hole when 
old Ike yelled out ‘git offen me— you is mashing the life outen me.’”’ A shell 
burst at that exact time, and Ned Brown obliged: “Unker Ike, if youse tired 
down dar, you git up here and let me git down dar awhile.”’” 

Perhaps because of such flimsy defenses, the Confederates inside Fort 
Donelson put their trust in God. Captain Dabney Carr Harrison of the 56th 
Virginia was not only a company captain but also a Presbyterian minister, 
and he gathered his company in the works as dawn crept forward that morn- 
ing. He read to them from Psalm 27: “The Lord is my light and my salvation: 
whom shall I fear; the Lord is the strength of my life; of whom shall I be 
afraid? When the wicked, even mine enemies and my foes, come upon me to 
eat up my flesh, they stumbled and fell. Though a host should encamp against 
me, my heart shall not fear; though war should rise against me, in this will I be 
confident.” An onlooker remembered, “all the men around him listened with 
heads uncovered and bowed on that solemn and still, cold winter morning. 
Some repeated after him.’!® 


I the Confederate garrison at Fort Donelson was not completely ready for 
action as dawn came on February 13, neither were the Federals. Most were 
more interested in getting breakfast that morning than fighting because most 
had nothing to eat for hours now. One Federal in the 17th [linois wrote of 
having “hard crackers & raw ham for breakfast,” adding in his letter to his 
wife, “by the way it tasted mighty good too.” As a result, the onslaught from 
land and water that the Confederates expected did not come about. The iron- 
clads and land reinforcements moving by river had not all appeared yet, and 
Grant chose to take his time and continue to solidify his position, tighten- 
ing the noose around the Confederates inside Fort Donelson. Consequently, 
February 13 did not develop into a critical day at Fort Donelson but rather 
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morphed into a series of isolated attacks that produced little effect except 
indicating to the Confederates the trouble they were in.” 

One of the isolated attacks came on the Cumberland River, “very high 
and angry from recent rains,’ as one Confederate described it. The ironclad 
Carondelet once again tested the Confederate river batteries alone because 
Foote’s flotilla from Cairo would not arrive until after dark. Accordingly, 
despite its reported sinking the day before, the Carondelet soon produced a 
ruckus, what Pillow described as “quite a lively cannonade.””” 

Commander Walke weighed anchor early that morning, moving slowly up 
the river toward Fort Donelson. Fortunately for him, he received a dispatch 
from Grant indicating that his army had encircled the Confederate works and 
that “most of our batteries .. . are [now] established, and the remainder soon 
will be.” Grant added, “if you will advance with your gunboats at 10 o’clock 
a.m., we will be ready to take advantage of every diversion in our favor.” 
Grant obviously did not know that only Walke and the Carondelet were pres- 
ent, but the navy man set out to accommodate the army general.”! 

The Carondelet rounded the bend in the river more than two miles from 
the fort and immediately began to pepper the river batteries with shot and 
shell. Walke utilized his three bow guns and reported that he fired “some 139 
15-second and 10-second shell into the fort, receiving on return the enemy’s 
fire from all their batteries.” Milton Haynes reported, “the gunboats opened a 
spirited cannonade of shot and shells from heavy rifled and smooth-bore guns 
upon the batteries and fort.’ Captain Ross on the big rifle reported, “during 
this hour and forty minutes’ cannonade 14 of her balls were collected in the 
battery within the narrow radius of as many yards.” 

Some of the gunners were still training on the guns when the gunboat 
appeared, so the Confederates quickly returned fire. Soon the river batteries 
were ablaze with fire down the valley. All guns opened up, Haynes noting 
that it was done “though at too long a range.”’ Culbertson, commanding at the 
32-pounders, wrote that he opened with the smaller pieces “at our maximum 
elevation; but our shot all fell short.’ Captain Bidwell similarly noted that he 
“opened with my guns at the highest possible elevation. I soon found, how- 
ever, that I could do no good, as they were beyond my range, and, the boat 
falling below the point, I ceased firing.” The 10-inch columbiad and the rifle 
did good work, on the other hand, Captain Ross reporting that “we returned 
her fire with great vigor from the rifle, firing as often as the heat of the gun 
would allow.’ 
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The Confederate guns only hit the Carondelet twice, one of which was 
not serious. The other proved a cause for Union concern. One of the rifle’s 
128-pound solid shot “passed through our port casemate forward, glancing 
over our barricade at the boilers, and again over the steam drum, it struck 
and, bursting our steam heater, fell into the engine room without striking any 
person.” Walke was amazed that no one had been hit or killed by the large 
cannonball bouncing around inside his gunboat. One of his crew described 
the feeling that the ball “seemed to bound after the men .. . like a wild beast 
pursuing its prey.” Miraculously, only a few sailors received minor splinter 
wounds when the ball went through the wood portions of the vessel. Flying 
splinters wounded six of the crew, but that was remarkable compared to the 
damage that could have been caused had the ball hit a truly important part of 
the gunboat such as the engines or the boilers. Despite only the steam heater 
having been knocked out, Walke decided he had provided enough of a distur- 
bance for Grant and, as he reported, “I then dropped down to this anchorage,” 
firing as he retired.* 

The Confederate gunners were elated that they had hit and perhaps fatally 
damaged yet another ironclad. Not knowing that this was the same Caronde- 
let from the evening before, one Confederate officer noted that the effect was 
“driving the boats back under the shelter of a bend in the river, from which 
they continued to throw shells.’ Captain Ross went so far as to declare, “it 
was seldom that the rifle missed now, we supposed, as we could tell by the 
spray to the right or left when we did not strike.”” 

Unfortunately for the Confederate gunners, the next-to-last shell fired by 
the Carondelet caused most of the killing inflicted by the gunboat that day. 
The shell tore through an embrasure and hit one of Bidwell’s 32-pounders 
on the cheek, dismounting it in the process. Captain Dixon, in command 
of the river batteries, was just then passing from Bidwell’s first gun to the 
second when it was hit. Freakishly, the captain was stooping because of the 
incoming shells “when a screw-tap struck him in the left temple, killing him 
instantly.” Ross noted that it hit him in the head, “smashing in his whole fore- 
head.” In addition to Dixon, a few other gunners were killed and wounded, 
and Captain J. P. Shuster was temporarily disabled, Bidwell reported, “by 
negligently standing too near the muzzle of one of my guns.” Others atop 
the hill were also hit when shells went among the infantry or the cabins, one 
hitting a mule.” 

Floyd immediately ordered the gun remounted, and Gideon Pillow told 
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one of Bidwell’s boys that he would give “one hundred dollars in gold” if 
he could remount it. Unfortunately, the man had no tools, and Haynes had 
to send a dozen artificers and carpenters to do the work. Ross ordered his 
men to collect the unexploded Parrott shells in the vicinity, and they lined 
fourteen of them “in a row in our little fort intending when the victory was 
gained to place them in the capitol at Nashville.” More problematic was the 
loss of Dixon, whose death caused a crisis in command at the batteries. An 
injured Haynes was having to rely on crutches to get around and could only 
walk in “great pain’; he obviously could not be the mobile commander he 
needed to be but nevertheless took a position amid the batteries to offer what 
leadership he could. Instead, Haynes placed Captain Culbertson in charge of 
the batteries, although Captain Ross ranked him. Ross did not make an issue 
of it and “found no necessity nor had any desire to take any authority over 
so accomplished an officer as Major Culbertson, as we called him, and [we] 
continued virtually as before.”’”’ 

Walke had clearly provided Grant some cover for any landward attacks, and 
as the afternoon approached, he could continually hear the “sound of distant 
firing.” Wondering whether he could make any more difference, Walke again 
set out to engage the Confederate river batteries and threw around forty-five 
shells into the works during the afternoon’s bombardment. Although the Con- 
federate gunners hit the Carondelet once more, Walke reported he received 
“but littlke damage” and soon departed back downstream where he hoped to 
meet Foote and the rest of the flotilla. When he got there, another note from 
Grant was waiting for him indicating that Foote would be on station “‘on the 
following morning.” Grant also wrote that the landward operations were go- 
ing fine: “we are doing well on the land side. How are you?,” he wrote. No 
doubt the isolated Walke breathed a sigh of relief.** 

Despite its limited duration, the small naval fight that afternoon had major 
repercussions. It had not inflicted much damage, but the Confederates mis- 
interpreted the events once again. One artilleryman noted that “it really ap- 
peared as if the boat was diabolically inspired, and knew the most opportune 
times to annoy us.” Captain Ross declared that it was a different gunboat 
from the morning’s action and was seen to “be in distress and finally dropped 
down.” Haynes wrote that the gunboat “returned to the contest, keeping up 
a continued discharge of shells and solid shot upon our batteries, without, 
however, doing us any material damage.” He also reported, “our fire was for 
some time carefully withheld in order to draw the boats nearer to us.” Haynes 
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again reported that the 10-inch columbiad and the rifle drove the gunboat 
away, adding, “one of the boats being so seriously injured that she (as we 
afterwards learned) was with difficulty kept from sinking.” If Walke’s crew 
had trouble keeping his vessel afloat, he certainly knew nothing about it. Still, 
the Confederate gunners were joyous, as were Pillow and Floyd, who came 
down to the batteries and offered their personal commendation for the stellar 
work. Thrice now they had “driven” away an enemy gunboat. Morale was 
inching upward in the beleaguered Fort Donelson garrison.” 


Thanks to the Carondelet’s shelling, Grant had what he wanted: a diversion 
that he could use to help his actions on the land side. Historians have long 
argued whether or not Grant intended to fight on February 13, and several 
statements made in official reports do not add up. For instance, Grant told 
Walke that he was interested in any navy diversion that he might be able to 
use for an advantage on land. On the other hand, McClernand noted in his 
report that he was ordered to “avoid everything calculated to bring on a gen- 
eral engagement until otherwise directed.” Grant himself made no comment 
on the February 13 land attacks until his memoirs appeared decades later. In 
those memoirs, he castigated one division commander while not complaining 
of the other, both of whom launched attacks. It could be that Grant had issued 
orders not to bring on an engagement and then changed those orders. A tan- 
talizing February 13 note to McClernand, in fact, appears in Grant’s papers: 
“men on the left have charged up to the Abattis but found it impossible to get 
through.” Whether the note came to McClernand before his assault and thus 
influenced him to conduct his own attack is not known, but Grant used the 
word “charged,” which could only have indicated to McClernand that Grant 
was sanctioning an assault.” 

Whatever the cause, there were at least two major assaults on the Confed- 
erate works that day. The smaller of the two occurred on the extreme Con- 
federate right or Union left, where a portion of one of C. F. Smith’s brigades 
attacked Buckner’s division. Unfortunately for the attacking Federals, the 
assault came through some of the most difficult terrain on the lines, where the 
Confederates had a distinct tactical advantage. In the area overlooking Hick- 
man Creek on the far Confederate right, the ridges were mostly parallel, with 
the Confederate position located on the highest point around. Buckner could 
afford to man this section with fewer troops, concentrating larger numbers 
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and the artillery batteries on the more approachable areas farther to the east. 
Buckner essentially had two brigades inside Fort Donelson, one Tennessee 
unit of three regiments under Colonel John C. Brown of the 3rd Tennessee, 
which had a fine brass band attached, and the other a mixed brigade under 
Colonel William E. Baldwin of the 14th Mississippi, although Baldwin and 
the 26th Mississippi and 26th Tennessee manned the line farther to the east. 
Baldwin complained that his brigade had been split up, but reported, “nei- 
ther representations nor solicitations on my part could avail in inducing such 
change as would reunite these regiments.” Buckner placed one of Baldwin’s 
regiments, the elite 2nd Kentucky under Colonel Roger W. Hanson, on the 
extreme right, bounding the Hickman Creek bottom farther west, and filled 
in the remainder of the line to the east toward Porter’s Tennessee battery with 
the 18th Tennessee of Brown’s brigade. Buckner kept another of Baldwin’s 
regiments, the 14th Mississippi, in reserve behind Porter’s salient, and con- 
tinued the line eastward with the rest of Brown’s regiments, the 3rd and 32nd 
Tennessee extending to the left from Porter’s position. Filling 1n the line from 
Brown’s left to Graves’s battery, also in a salient on high ground covering the 
Indian Creek bottom, was another of Baldwin’s units, the 41st Tennessee. As 
a result, the majority of the line was studded by Brown’s Tennessee brigade, 
with the three present regiments of Baldwin’s brigade, temporarily assigned 
to Brown, sparsed out on the right and left and in reserve. In front, the timber 
had been cut, one of Graves’s artillerymen declaring “to the bottom of the hill 
& in some cases up to the top of the opposite hill.’*! 

Smith’s Federal division began to confront this Confederate line even on 
the afternoon of February 12 and continually made its way forward that day 
and the next, placing batteries to duel with Porter’s and Graves’s guns. In 
the 18th Tennessee, William McKay wrote, “it was amusing (but serious) to 
see our actions when the Yankee battery opened on our line. We had never 
heard bomb shells whistle by and had heard but few minie balls. At first we 
looked surprised and uneasy[.] about the second round every fellow fell to 
his knees and at the third fell flat on the ground.” Sharpshooters also raked 
the Confederate line, one hitting Mississippi Secession Convention delegate, 
former US Federal judge, and future Confederate general Samuel J. Gholson 
(now a captain in the 14th Mississippi) in the chest. He was soon removed 
to Nashville with the other wounded. In response to the sharpshooters, bri- 
gade commander Brown ordered his men to put head logs atop their breast- 
works, leaving “port holes” to shoot through. Then, of course, the Federal 
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sharpshooters began firing through the holes. Meanwhile, the artillerymen of 
Graves’s and Porter’s batteries were not anxious to respond, one cannoneer 
writing, “we did not intend they should find us out until they were within 
good range & were visible.’”* 

The aggressive Smith was not content with mere artillery and small-arms 
fire, however; he was looking for an opportunity to assault and perhaps break 
the enemy line and so earn a victory. Numerous exploratory parties accord- 
ingly went forward to locate soft defenses. At one point, Confederates in 
Graves’s battery and Brown’s brigade saw “an engineer mounted upon a 
white horse [who] rode coolly down the valley to within six hundred yds of 
our line & surveyed us with his field glass.’ He went on to describe the result: 
‘‘a sharpshooter having obtained permission, crept down the hillside to within 
three or four hundred yards of him & tried several shots at him without effect; 
he bowed gracefully, wheeled his horse & rejoined his escort.”* 

With some information in hand, Smith pushed his three brigades forward 
on the morning of February 13 with the same deployment as the day before. 
Jacob Lauman’s mixed Iowa and Indiana brigade held the far left near Hick- 
man Creek, and John Cook’s Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, and Missouri brigade 
manned the right. All the while, Smith kept John McArthur’s all-[llinois bri- 
gade in reserve behind the two frontline units. Looking for an opening, Smith 
pushed his brigades forward but noted, “the ground covered by the division 
was thickly wooded and exceedingly hilly and broken,” and added, “the en- 
emy’s works were on the highest ground in the vicinity.” He described those 
works as “an infantry breast-work in front of his main line (vaguely called 
rifle pits), crested with logs, from under which they fired.” Only portions of 
the works could even be seen, as Colonel James C. Veatch of the 25th Indiana 
reported: “the timber was so thick that we could only see here and there a part 
of the rebel works, but could form no idea of their range or extent.” By far, 
the most troubling aspect of the defenses was that the entire Confederate line 
was “strengthened by a wide abatis from felled timber of large size.” Smith 
admitted that without much information on the terrain and the Confederate 
defenses, he had to move forward slowly and “feel our way cautiously.” The 
brigade commanders therefore strengthened the skirmishers and moved on, 
with orders from Smith to “press forward as steadily and rapidly as the ground 
would admit, and, if the opportunity offered, to assault with the bayonet.’ 

Smith was on the ground and active in prodding for an opening. He pushed 
the brigades onward, covered by the Missouri artillery batteries on a ridge to 
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the rear; there Stone’s, Welker’s, and Richardson’s Missouri batteries, col- 
lectively known as Cavender’s artillery battalion, fired into the Confederate 
works and dueled with Porter’s battery farther to their left. Porter’s cannon- 
eers did good work, several of the Missouri gunners having to change their 
position because of hot incoming artillery fire. Yet even as the artillery ex- 
changed shots, Smith determined that an infantry assault was indeed needed 
and chose to send a portion of Lauman’s brigade forward.» 

Smith ordered Lauman to send the left of his brigade, that farthest toward 
Hickman Creek, forward against the Confederate line. The left consisted of 
the 25th Indiana on the left and the 14th Iowa on the right, the 7th Iowa re- 
maining behind for the time being in reserve. Lauman led the troops forward 
over intervening ridges and ravines; Colonel James C. Veatch of the 25th 
Indiana reported that just as he topped “the hill which was between us and the 
enemy’s breastworks,” about 10:00 Am, Lauman ordered him to “fix bayonets 
and charge the rebels, and, if possible, drive them from their works.” Lauman 
wrote, “the advance was made steadily and in as good order as the nature of 
the ground would admit of until we reached the ravine at the base of the hill 
on which were the enemy’s fortifications.’”*® 

The lines were necessarily deformed while moving into the valley, and 
Lauman called a halt to re-form before sending the troops up the steep incline 
toward the waiting 2nd Kentucky. Throughout, the Confederates poured a 
heavy fire into the Indianans and Iowans, Veatch writing that “at the foot of 
the hill the enemy poured on us a terrible fire of musketry, grape, and canister, 
with a few shells.” It only became worse once starting up the long hill, and the 
Indianans and Iowans soon met three terrible problems. One was the blister- 
ing fire of the 2nd Kentucky, which by this time had been reinforced by two 
companies of Colonel Joseph B. Palmer’s 18th Tennessee. Lauman reported 
that the regiments “moved steadily up the hill and toward the entrenchments 
under a most galling fire of musketry and grape.” His report then alluded to 
a second major problem, which was the flanking fire sent into the brigade 
from Porter’s battery farther down the line to the east. One Federal wrote how 
he hit the ground “as the grape shot as large as walnuts whistled over a few 
inches above my head, [and] I rooted down till I buried my face in the sand 
to get my head lower. I do not think mother earth ever received a closer or 
more affectionate embrace. It was also the first time I was ever compelled to 
‘root hog or die.’” By far, the third and most problematic issue was the aba- 
tis. Veatch wrote, “the heavy timber on the hillside had been felled, forming 


“THE STRENGTH OF OUR DEFENSIVE LINE” 221 


a dense mass of brush and logs. Through and over these obstacles our men 
advanced against the enemy’s fire with perfect coolness and steadiness.” Yet 
Lauman not surprisingly reported, “their onward progress was obstructed by 
the fallen timber and brushwood.”*’ 

Caught as they were in the interlocking branches of the felled trees, the In- 
dianans on the left were stymied, but that did not stop them from trying again. 
“After a halt of a few minutes,” Veatch reported, “they again advanced within 
a short distance of the enemy’s breastworks.” Artillery fire from Porter’s bat- 
tery swept the hillside, however, and Veatch wrote that “it became necessary 
to halt and direct the men to lie down to save us from very heavy losses.” 
Casualties resulted anyway, including Captain Samuel Laird of Company K, 
who despite being hit in the leg refused to leave until compelled to do so; even 
then, “he cheered his men when he retired.” Even worse, the Federals could 
see that the Confederate lines extended far beyond their own left, and Veatch 
sent a few flanking companies toward the west to keep Confederates manning 
those works occupied, thus “preventing a fire on our flank from the enemy’s 
rifle pits.” Veatch also reported small artillery fire from that direction. All the 
while, the infantry remained in their position, trading fire with the Kentuck- 
ians on the hill in an unequal contest. Casualties of course began to mount as 
the Indianans lay stationary for two long hours, waiting to see if any success 
could be had elsewhere.”® 

There was none. The 14th Iowa to the right was having no better suc- 
cess, running into “a heavy fire of musketry,’” which they could only see by 
the smoke. Some found the going easier by using a small hill on their right 
as cover for the right wing, although the left wing remained exposed. One 
member of the regiment described the sprint to get behind the cover on the 
right, and several men were lost in the process, although one Espy McKune 
was hit right in the cartridge-box buckle and spared. Others had near misses 
as well, one Iowan writing, “a miss of an inch is as good as a mile.” Even 
behind the hill, the fire of Porter’s battery was still heavy, although Colonel 
William T. Shaw reported that it “did but little damage, as the range was too 
high.” There, he re-formed the companies, “the line being much broken, ow- 
ing to the unevenness of the ground and the thick fallen timber.” In fact, Shaw 
wrote that it was “impossible to advance in line of battle.” From their stop- 
ping point, the Iowans poured their fire into the works above them but were 
shielded somewhat better than were the Indianans, experiencing far fewer 
casualties. “We carried on the fight in Bushwhacking style for several hours 
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as we could neither advance nor retreat,” wrote one Iowan. “It was rather an 
uncomfortable predicament we had got into.”” 

Fearing that his regiments were fatally separated, Lauman sent one of his 
reserve units, the 7th Iowa, into the breach between the Indianans on the left 
and the Iowans on the right. Their numbers could not materially change the 
dynamics of the fight, however, and Confederate fire and the thick abatis 
stopped the advance. Lauman then settled for sending a regiment of sharp- 
shooters farther to the right and a portion as skirmishers in the front to harass 
the Confederate defenders, most notably the gunners of Porter’s battery to 
the east that were making life so difficult on the slope of the ridge.*° 

The battery was indeed a problem for the Federals. Colonel Hanson wrote 
that Porter’s gunners “always fired at the right time and to the right place,” 
allowing Hanson to have an easy time of his defense. With only his Kentuck- 
ians and two companies of the neighboring 18th Tennessee sent over for help, 
he held the ridge easily against what he declared were three different attacks. 
Certainly the 25th Indiana advanced twice, and he might have construed the 
advance of the 14th Iowa as a separate attack, or the arrival and advance of 
the 7th Iowa as such. No matter how many attacks came, Hanson easily held 
his own."! 

After a couple of hours of useless sacrifice, Veatch and Shaw had seen 
enough. “With no opportunity to return the fire to advantage, the enemy be- 
ing almost entirely hid, and seeing no movement indicating a further advance 
from any part of the line,’ Veatch wrote, “ I asked your permission to with- 
draw my regiment, to save it from heavy loss where we could do no good.” 
Shaw also began a withdrawal “after waiting about an hour, and seeing no 
movement on my left.” He first withdrew his more exposed left but then took 
the entire regiment to the rear. Lauman certainly agreed about the need to fall 
back, and Smith did as well: “the reports of the different commanders,’ he 
wrote, “partially confirmed by my personal observations, satisfied me that an 
assault on almost any part of the entire front covered by us was not practi- 
cable without enormous sacrifice of life.” He consequently ordered Lauman 
to withdraw to the bottom of the hill and take cover until nightfall, when the 
troops were withdrawn even farther over the tall ridge in their rear, back to 
the jumping-off point of that morning. Some withdrew a different way; one 
Iowan noted, “we saw the way it was going and retreated round the hill about 
dark without losing any more men.” He concluded, “we blundered ahead a lit- 
tle too far but we got out pretty safe considering the place we had got into.”’” 
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It was the first major land attack on Fort Donelson, and if this was any in- 
dication, the Confederate bastion was not going to easily fall. In the assault, 
the 25th Indiana had lost fourteen killed and sixty-one wounded while the 
other regiments had fewer casualties. It had been worth a try, but now Smith 
knew that it was going to take much more effort than one isolated assault.” 


S mith’s attack on the far Union left came at about the same time that the 
Carondelet advanced against the water batteries. The major attack of the day, 
however, came a couple of hours later and in the center of the Confederate 
line. Working off the same orders as Smith, McClernand came to the same 
conclusion and advanced against a Confederate salient in the line, hopeful of 
breaking through and winning a victory.“ 

McClernand might also have been influenced by additional insights from 
Grant. The division commander has been roundly criticized for attacking 
against Grant’s orders, historians citing his own words “‘to avoid everything 
calculated to bring on a general engagement until otherwise directed.” Grant 
added fuel to the fire in his memoirs decades later, criticizing McClernand for 
attacking “without orders or authority.” Historians have followed this think- 
ing ever since, despite the fact that Grant made no objection at the time and 
despite the fact that Smith was not later criticized for doing the same thing 
McClernand did. There might possibly be more than we know, however, 
Grant’s note about the “charge” on the left potentially fueling McClernand’s 
determination. McClernand also wrote Grant that day asking for clarifica- 
tion: “I would be pleased to be advised of any plans of operations and attack 
which you may have designed and decided upon.” For whatever the reason, 
McClernand was soon obeying what he called “the spirit of your order.” He 
opened with his artillery and later contemplated attacking with Oglesby’s 
brigade. He countermanded that order but then did indeed advance another 
of his brigades with additional support, writing, “I deemed the opportunity 
favorable for storming redan No. 2.” 

The attack came in the center, against one of the strongest sections of Con- 
federate earthworks manned by infantry and a battery of four guns. The line 
was under the command of Colonel Adolphus Heiman. The Tennessean noted 
his position “was a hill somewhat in the shape of a V, with the apex at the an- 
gle.” Essentially, Heiman held the isolated position between Indian Creek on 
his right, where Buckner’s command in the form of Graves’s battery ended, 
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and its tributary, Erin (also called Aaron) Hollow, which branched off to the 
southeast and flowed in a large curve back to the southwest. The two creeks 
joined in rear of the Confederate line, and the high ground between the two 
south of the confluence was manned not only by Heiman’s infantry but also 
by Maney’s Tennessee Battery. Heiman was first under Bushrod Johnson and 
then Pillow’s command, so the Indian Creek watershed was the junction of 
the two divisions and Erin Hollow was the junction of Heiman’s and Drake’s 
brigades. Consequently, Heiman stuck out from the line, detached from the 
rest by two creeks and large hollows that joined in his rear. He was virtually 
alone inside his own hilltop bastion.” 

Fortunately for him, Heiman had ample power in his little cul-de-sac. His 
line ran from the valley of Indian Creek, where it joined Buckner’s division, 
westward up the summit of the extremely high hill and then down the equally 
sloping eastern side to Erin Hollow. Fearing for the larger Indian Creek wa- 
tershed, Heiman placed the capable 10th Tennessee on the right sloping down 
into the hollow, with the 53rd Tennessee manning the line as it climbed to the 
apex, where Maney’s four guns held the salient itself. The 27th Alabama and 
48th Tennessee manned the southeast face of the V, the Alabamians support- 
ing Maney’s guns and the Tennesseans holding the line down into Erin Hol- 
low. Heiman also had additional firepower sent to him later on, including the 
42nd Tennessee that was held in reserve, although several of its companies 
entered the earthworks during the fighting. Colonel Head’s 30th Tennessee 
was also detached from the actual fort’s garrison and sent to the outer lines. 
Head took a position in Erin Hollow itself, between Heiman’s and Drake’s 
brigades, although no one informed Heiman of the addition: “I was after- 
wards informed that this regiment was also placed under my command,” Hei- 
man wrote, “but, the colonel not having reported to me, I did not know it.”*’ 

As aresult, McClernand faced a powerful line, and for some reason chose 
his least powerful brigade to make the assault. Oglesby and Will Wallace had 
already shifted to the right down the Wynn Ferry Road, leaving Morrison’s 
recently created brigade in the general area of Maney’s defensive salient. 
Desiring to attack there, McClernand used this small two-regiment brigade 
(a third regiment having been left at Fort Henry), although he added addi- 
tional regiments as needed to the assault force. In particular, McClernand 
ordered the detached 48th Illinois, a part of Wallace’s brigade that had been 
left behind in the eastward movement to support McAllister’s battery west of 
Indian Creek, to join in on the left of the assault. McAllister was in a heavy 
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fight himself and needed the support, although he was smart in pulling his 
pieces back behind the ridge to load and only then running the guns up to fire 
over the heights. “The recoil would throw the guns back out of sight, and thus 
we continued the fight,” McAllister reported. Still, a Confederate shot cut a 
wheel in two on one of his three guns. Despite the fire, Colonel Isham N. 
Haynie moved his 48th Illinois eastward from the high ground west of Indian 
Creek about five hundred yards to a position on Morrison’s left, which placed 
the regiment just across Indian Creek and on the western slopes of the ridge 
running toward Maney’s position. The 17th Illinois of Morrison’s brigade 
was next in line, the left of the regiment across the ridge and taking fire from 
Graves’s battery, which had by this time opened up. The right of the 17th II- 
linois and the 49th Illinois were on the far right down the eastern slope of the 
ridge and in the valley of the upper reaches of Erin Hollow.** 

Morrison’s February 13 attack is misunderstood in many ways. The attack 
has almost always been presented as occurring northwestward across the val- 
ley of Erin Hollow toward the apex and left face of Maney’s battery salient. 
Part of the reason is probably the fact that Morrison said that he formed the 
regiments southeast of Maney’s position, but he was evidently off on his 
directions, as was very common. Another indication could be that the War 
Department placed a tablet for Morrison southeast of the salient in the 1920s 
or 1930s, when the Fort Donelson National Battlefield was first established. 
A series of National Park Service maps that have been the basis for almost all 
maps since the 1950s shows the attack occurring from southeast to northwest, 
and historians since then have almost always taken that as the true angle of 
attack, particularly in map presentations.” 

In actuality, the attack moved from the southwest to the northeast mainly 
against the apex and southwestern face of the salient rather than the south- 
eastern front. Multiple pieces of evidence bear this out, including Heiman’s 
report that the enemy deployed “in the woods in front of my right and center.” 
The terrain at the battlefield also indicates that since Graves’s Confederate 
gunners clearly fired into the attackers, that could only have happened if the 
attack occurred west of the ridge and not through Erin Hollow. Moreover, the 
southwestern face of the salient provided much better ground over which to 
attack; the southeastern face fronted the curving sweep of Erin Hollow and 
provided much the same type of almost impossible terrain that Smith faced on 
the far left. There was also a large clearing in that direction, which was easily 
swept by Maney’s guns; Confederates of Drake’s brigade down the line could 
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see all the way to Maney’s position and watched the show, one Arkansan 
excitedly noting, “I saw it all... . the sun was shining their bayonets.” Much 
better ground for the attack thus existed on the southwestern face, including a 
sliver of high ground that constituted the ridge on which Maney’s battery sat. 
In fact, the tongue of high ground ran from the confluence of Indian Creek 
and Erin Hollow southwestward into the Union lines, providing much better 
terrain over which to launch the attack. While the position of Maney’s bat- 
tery and the apex of the line were higher than the narrow ridge leading to it, 
the main portion of the column was able to utilize much better ground on the 
gently sloping ridge rather than crossing the steep and precipitous valley of 
Erin Hollow.°° 

Despite the fairly favorable terrain, much more so than Smith had faced on 
the left, Union miscues threatened to derail the attack even before it began. 
One was a potential argument over command. Once in position, Morrison 
learned from McClernand that he would “make the first assault upon the 
enemy’s works, with an order to move against the enemy’s redoubts to my 
right.” He also learned that Haynie’s regiment would be added as well, and 
Haynie soon arrived where Morrison and McClernand’s staff officer Warren 
Stewart were conferring. Morrison wrote that “he believed he ranked me.” 
Morrison added, “knowing that this was not time to dispute about a question 
of rank, I observed to Colonel Haynie that I would conduct the brigade to the 
point from which the attack was to be made, when he could take command, 
if he desired to do so.” Morrison did so, but later complained that Haynie 
“neither declining nor assuming the command, said, “Colonel, let us take it’ 
(meaning the enemy’s redoubt) ‘together.’”’ Morrison took that to mean that 
he would retain command of the brigade. Unfortunately, Haynie did not mean 
it the way Morrison took it, writing that he ordered the commander “to com- 
municate with me at or about the center of the brigade . . . and to control their 
movements upon the right and left wings by the center.’”’ 

Despite the confusion, the Union regiments swept up the length of the 
high ridge from the southwest toward Maney’s battery. Haynie’s 48th Illinois 
moved along the western slope of the ridge, parallel with Indian Creek. For 
his part, thinking he was independent, Morrison moved with his own 49th 
Illinois, leaving the 17th Illinois in the capable hands of Major Francis M. 
Smith. Morrison later admitted that he had “more confidence in the Seven- 
teenth ... not in their superior courage, but in their power for efficiency in 
an assault, acquired by length of service and consequent skill in the use of 
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arms, as well as in evolutions and movements in the field, and having entire 
confidence in the ability and courage of Major Smith.” Indeed, the 49th IIli- 
nois had been organized only a few weeks before and had received their arms 
only five days ago.” 

Preceded by skirmishers, the three Illinois regiments moved forward 
astride the ridge leading to Maney’s battery. “The troops moved forward 
with much spirit and eagerness,’ Morrison wrote, noting that only on the 
right, where he was, were the troops “sweeping down the hill some 200 yards 
through the thick brush in perfect order, at once commencing the ascent of 
the opposite ridge or mound upon the top of which the redoubt was situated.” 
The regiments made good progress at first, the 49th Illinois on the right mak- 
ing better speed than the others due to more open ground. Once they reached 
within fifty or so paces of the Confederate line, however, “we encountered 
an almost impassable abatis, made by felling small trees crosswise of each 
other, the tops always meeting us, the difficulty increasing the nearer we ap- 
proached the breastworks, where brush had been piled upon brush, with the 
sharpened ends confronting us.” Major Smith, commanding the 17th Hlinois, 
did not mention traversing any declivity as his regiment moved astride the 
ridge itself, but he did report that “the ground was difficult to get over, being 
composed of thick underbrush . . . [and] fallen timber.’”? 

Miraculously, most of this advance was made without any return fire, but 
then Morrison realized what was happening. “We had advanced to within less 
than fifty paces of the enemy’s works without his offering any opposition,” he 
wrote, “and were making our way slowly but surely.” Then the Confederate 
line opened up: they were “undoubtedly waiting for us,” Morrison concluded. 
He ordered his [llinoisans over on the right to hold their fire until they reached 
the breastworks, hoping “I could create such confusion with one volley as 
would enable us to get over before the enemy recovered from the shock.” 
That was not to be. The I[linoisans could not wait and began to fire at will, 
Morrison noting, “they fired without orders, though with fair precision and 
some effect.’ The same was occurring on the western side of the ridge with the 
48th linois, Haynie writing, “from their rifle pits and earthen breastworks, 
which greatly protected them, the enemy opened a brisk and galling fire.””* 

Indeed, Heiman’s Confederates opened a heavy fire on the I[llinoisans, 
mostly the 10th and 53rd Tennessee on the southwestern face of the salient but 
also including the 27th Alabama and 48th Tennessee on the left face. Maney’s 
guns also tore great swaths in the Union ranks. The result of the heavy abatis 
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and the even heavier fire was that the Federal lines stalled before reaching the 
Confederate trenches. Morrison over on the right noted that he had to stop the 
49th Illinois and take cover, waiting on the 48th Illinois on the left to make an 
attack, which he said never came. Obviously, Haynie disputed that, but that 
regiment was also stalled after trudging as far as it could go. Morrison was 
nevertheless bitter, perhaps more so toward Haynie than the regiment itself, 
but he later reported that the Illinoisans “failed to support me.” 

Not only were the isolated units of Heiman’s brigade giving the Federals 
plenty of fire, but others down the line were also doing so. Of even more help 
were the Confederate forces of Buckner’s division on the high ground west 
of Indian Creek. Heiman had cooperated with Colonel Brown, commanding 
Buckner’s left brigade, during the previous night to cover the Indian Creek 
valley, and these troops were still in the front as the Federals began to ad- 
vance. Of particular aid was Graves’s battery, sitting atop the apex of the 
high ground on the west side of Indian Creek and sweeping that lowland; 
“we opened an enfilading fire with shell and shrapnel,’ one of the cannon- 
eers wrote, describing how “they wavered, rallied & were again repulsed 
falling back in disorder. A portion of the time the combatants were not forty 
yards apart.” Although part of Buckner’s division, they could plainly see the 
advancing Union column west of the ridge and sent a steady stream of fire 
into the Union flank, similar to Porter’s effect on Smith’s earlier attack on 
the 2nd Kentucky. Heiman reported that Graves “with excellent judgment 
opened his battery upon them across the valley.” Brigade commander Brown, 
across Indian Creek, wrote that “before the column came within range of 
Colonel Heiman, and, indeed, before it could be seen from Colonel Heiman’s 
position, I directed Captain Graves to open fire from all his guns, which he 
did with such spirit and fatal precision that in less than fifteen minutes the 
whole column staggered and took shelter in confusion and disorder ... when 
Colonel Heiman opened fire upon it.” The effect was not lost on Haynie and 
the Illinoisans trudging toward the Confederate line; he wrote, “the enemy’s 
batteries, situated so as to be concealed from us and not before known to bear 
upon us, were opened and a well directed fire of shell and canister poured 
upon our ranks.””° 

Despite the heavy fire, the Confederate defenders suffered as well. The in- 
fantry units all sustained casualties, but Maney’s battery was hit particularly 
hard. Several reasons existed for this carnage, including the fact that there had 
been insufficient time to build a worthy parapet in front of the guns. Heiman 
reported that the cannon were “entirely exposed” because “no time could 
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yet have been spared to protect his guns by a parapet; besides, we were ill- 
provided with tools for that purpose.” Likewise, the positioning of the guns 
was not ideal, the cannon being deployed on the geographic crest of the hill 
rather than on the military crest. Consequently, the Federals had some cover 
as they surged up the gentle incline along the narrow ridge leading to the 
guns. As a result, Morrison’s Federals killed several officers in the battery. 
Bushrod Johnson described how Maney “was unable afterwards to man but 
two guns of the four which composed his battery,” but Heiman reported, “the 
gallant Maney, with the balance of his men, stood by their guns like true he- 
roes, and kept firing into their lines, which steadily advanced within 40 yards 
of our rifle pits, determined to force my right wing and center.” Indeed, Hei- 
man later reported that although his total casualties did not reach over forty 
killed and wounded, most came in Maney’s battery and the 53rd Tennessee 
on its right.>’ 

Still, Maney and the supporting infantry caused many more casualties than 
they sustained. McClernand was so worried that he decided to send in an- 
other regiment on the right of Morrison’s brigade, the 45th [linois detached 
from Wallace’s unit. Like the others, the [llinoisans were no better able to 
reach the guns, and Haynie himself took some exception, writing, “I had 
not received notice until I found them on the right in this action.” Even so, 
the brigade commander Wallace reported how the far right of the attacking 
column “advanced in beautiful order down the slope, across the valley, and 
up the opposite steep.” Yet even the arrival of the 45th Illinois could not 
sustain the attack, and something had to give after an hour or more under 
heavy fire. Colonel John E. Smith wrote that “balls whistled around me (for 
I was exposed on horseback and the men under cover of logs) and I believe 
I dodged once when a shell whistled so close that I thought I felt the wind.” 
The breaking point came when Colonel Morrison went down with a painful 
bullet in the hip; all order broke loose, especially on the eastern slopes of 
the ridge. “I was struck in the right hip with a musket ball,’ Morrison noted, 
“knocked out of the saddle, and compelled in consequence to relinquish my 
command.’””® 

With Morrison’s departure, what was left of the attack fell apart and the 
troops began to wind their way back down the ridge. Haynie reported, “see- 
ing that the redoubt could not be taken without great destruction and loss of 
life, I at length reluctantly gave the order to retire down the hill.” The colonel 
reported it was done “in good order and without confusion,” and Haynie was 
further relieved when he met McClernand himself: the retreat was “greatly 
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to my gratification, sanctioned by yourself [McClernand] when reported by 
me to you.” 

Heiman noted that the enemy made as many as three attacks, probably 
counting the late arrival of the 45th [Illinois as a separate one, but the overall 
assault had been costly. Morrison’s two regiments lost 128 casualties, about 
equally divided among the two. Haynie’s 48th Illinois lost only one killed 
and eight wounded, indicating it went to the ground amid Graves’s first shots 
from across Indian Creek and did little thereafter. The wounded suffered the 
most, although surgeons aided those they could reach. This included the sur- 
geon of the 32nd Illinois, “whose regiment was not in the engagement, and 
generously volunteered his professional services in the absence of my sur- 
geon,” Morrison wrote. Unfortunately, the surgeons could not get to all, and 
they could only do so much. One Confederate later told of “one poor wretch 
[who] had strength enough left to crawl up to the breastworks on our left this 
(Friday) morning & was helped over the logs & laid on a blanket by a fire but 
death soon relieved him.” A similarly sad episode emerged as the cannon fire 
lit leaves afire in front of the Confederate salient. “The dry leaves took fire 
from the heavy firing and many of the wounded burned to death,” [linoisan 
George Smith later wrote. One Confederate described how “the groans and 
screams of the poor helpless men suffering this double torture were agoniz- 
ing, but no help was sent and death finally put an end to their misery.” A few 
still lingered, and their cries prompted some to offer help if the opposing 
skirmishers would promise not to fire, but neither side could agree and the 
suffering continued. Ultimately, several Confederates chanced death to go 
outside their lines to save those they could, but it was still a morbid scene.” 


Besides the three major attacks, continuous fighting also raged on other parts 
of the lines as Grant tightened his grip on the Confederate defenders. One 
Confederate, in fact, wrote, “from my position I could see heavy masses of 
troops passing around to their right, they were evidently determined to sur- 
round us.” Preceded by cavalry, McClernand did indeed continue to shift to 
the right on the Wynn Ferry Road during the day, Oglesby and Wallace (with- 
out the 48th Illinois, which joined him later) following. Taylor’s, Schwartz’s, 
and Dresser’s batteries deployed at multiple points on the high ridge as well 
throughout the day, Wallace noting that “the open space afforded a fine op- 
portunity for artillery practice at long range” and that the firing from both 
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sides “presented a rare example of the use of that arm of the service.” This 
was so much the case that Dresser’s battery, with longer-range rifles, ran out 
of ammunition and was only resupplied the next day. Ezra Taylor was more 
fortunate in that he had brought from Cairo extra ammunition, which was 
then at Fort Henry. He dispatched “two six mule teams with two large bag- 
gage wagons” to fetch it, and the battery was thus resupplied by dawn the 
next day despite one of the wagons breaking when hitting a stump and being 
delayed. Other minor tactical changes also occurred, including temporarily 
attaching the wounded Morrison’s regiments to Wallace’s brigade and Smith 
bringing McArthur’s brigade up from reserve to man the line between Cook, 
his right brigade, and Wallace’s brigade of McClernand’s division across In- 
dian Creek.°’ 

A few casualties resulted during minor skirmishing throughout the after- 
noon, prompting some of the batteries to erect small earthworks over the 
course of the next couple of days. Taylor’s battery moved to one of its nu- 
merous positions during the day and became caught in a “gauling” fire as the 
cannoneers attempted to deploy the guns in the heavy brush. The battery lost 
a few men as a result but soon opened up on the Confederate artillery across 
the way, which responded in kind. One of the section commanders, Samuel 
Barrett, described “one cannon ball, passing over my horses ears, and striking 
a tree just behind me.” He concluded, “they had a perfect range on us.” Simi- 
larly, as McAllister’s battery west of Indian Creek fought Graves’s Confeder- 
ates on the opposing hill, Graves utilized “his favorite rifle piece” to hit one of 
the wheels of a cannon, cutting it in two. McAllister had no additional wheels 
and had to replace it with one from a limber. In one of the most unexpected 
events of the day, Dresser’s rifled guns were employed in an “experimen- 
tal” fire up Erin Hollow and into Fort Donelson itself, McClernand writing 
that it could be seen “dispersing a considerable body of men observed lining 
the parapet facing its river front” and also damaging the barracks inside the 
fort. Certainly, all the firing took a toll, but Confederate Colonel William E. 
Baldwin noted, “this fire, kept up with but little intermission throughout the 
entire day, produced but little effect upon the left until late in the evening, 
when, the enemy having reduced his charges, several of the shells, which had 
previously passed too high, fell in our midst.” All the same, the men seemed 
to take it in stride: one noted being “in the ditches,” while a Virginian related 
that “the men and officers behaved well under the circumstances, and soon 
became accustomed to the firing.” © 
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Little therefore changed tactically throughout the day and the Union artil- 
lery eventually pulled back behind the ridges to shield themselves from the 
sharpshooters. Buckner summed up the day’s exchanges, writing, “the fire of 
the enemy’s artillery and riflemen was incessant throughout the day, but was 
responded to by a well-directed fire from the entrenchments, which inflicted 
upon the assailants considerable loss and almost silenced his fire late in the 
afternoon.” Jeremy Gilmer wrote more ominously: “the enemy had gained no 
footing on our works nor produced any important impression upon them. But 
our forces were much fatigued, having been under arms all day, and this after 
three or four days’ hard labor upon the intrenchments.”® 

What did change drastically, however, was the weather, one Confederate 
remembering how “dark clouds came rolling up from the northwest.” John A. 
McClernand eloquently described the wet cold front that moved through: 
“during the afternoon of the 13th the weather turned intensely cold, a driving 
north wind bringing a storm of snow and sleet upon the unprotected men of 
my division. The night set in gloomily, and the mingled rain and snow con- 
gealed as they fell, thus painfully adding to the discomfort of a destitution of 
tents and camp equipage, all of which had been left behind.” A lesser-rank 
soldier put it more succinctly: “about that time our boys thought Tenn was 
rather a rough climate for soldiering.”’ Low rations and no fires only added 
to the misery, one Federal noting, “being in point-blank range of the en- 
emy’s batteries and sharpshooters, camp fires, inviting shot and shell, were 
not lighted.” One Iowan disagreed, writing, “in my opinion it would be less 
destruction in health and life than the cold will prove.” Perhaps worst of all, 
the wounded from the two isolated attacks suffered horribly. One Mississip- 
pian noted the irony of the wounded in front of Maney’s battery: “some of the 
wounded scratched around to save their lives from the burning woods . . . and 
remained there to perish in the snow.” Sadly, Grant noted that “the thermom- 
eter indicated 20° below freezing,” or twelve degrees at its coldest. The wind 
chill was even lower.” 

The accounts of the operations around Fort Donelson are replete with the 
misery of that night, one Iowan noting to his wife, “in the morning we had 
a pretty good Iowa winter!” Making it even worse was the drastic change 
from the preceding days, one Illinoisan writing home, “it looked about as 
mutch like winter as it had looked like summer two or three days before.” 
In the Union lines, numerous officers and men reported on their dreary cir- 
cumstances, although a few brigade and regimental commanders had tents; 
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James Parrott reported that he and Lauman shared a tent “‘and spent the night 
as comfortable as the circumstances of the case would permit.” Meanwhile, 
the troops had nothing for cover. C. F. Smith recalled his skirmishers after the 
attack and noted, “the troops [were] ordered to remain in position, but from 
necessity without fires, as the night was very inclement—rainy, snow, sleet, 
and cold—and the discomfort of the men was very great.” The 18th Illinois, 
its commander moaned, “remained with arms in their hands during the night; 
the extreme cold and snow forbade their lying down.” Samuel Barrett of Tay- 
lor’s battery wrote home, “the only way I could keep from freezing was, by 
walking up and down all night.” An Iowan admitted, “I shaked like I had the 
ague, if not worse.” Lew Wallace indicated that “even the horses, after their 
manner, betrayed the suffering they were enduring.” 

Despite one of the most prevalent myths of the Civil War, the men did have 
blankets and many had overcoats. Some accounts later told of throwing away 
blankets and overcoats on the warm trek from Fort Henry, but those descrip- 
tions date from decades after the war. Not a single contemporary February 
1862 account of throwing away items on the march has been found. What 
did happen was that the Federals either left much of their equipment back at 
Fort Henry or deposited it as regiments before going into line on February 13. 
Many reported bringing their equipment but “we had lost our blankets dur- 
ing the day in the field.” Another noted, “we left our knapsacks so as not to 
have any trouble with them in battle.” Brigade commander Cook mentioned 
“everything but arms and ammunition having been cast aside on approach- 
ing the fort.” Still, most Federals had blankets. David Reed of the 12th Iowa 
remarked that their orders were to go in “light marching order” and thus all 
left their overcoats at Fort Henry but took a blanket each. Even so, the effects 
were obviously disastrous, including frostbite.°° 

Making the night even worse for the Federals was the constant firing and 
fear of a Confederate attack. Colonel Carroll Marsh of the 20th Illinois noted 
that his men were kept in line of battle, the skirmishing “leading me to fear 
an attack at any moment.” Many took the suffering in stride, one 17th II- 
linois officer writing, “my regiment was in line of battle nearly all night, 
suffering from cold and hunger, yet no one complained, and all were even 
cheerful.” Oglesby wrote that the blizzard was “one of the most persecuting 
snow-storms ever known in this country” and found by passing along the 
lines of his brigade that “there was one universal wish to meet the enemy, 
to carry the fort, and to end the sufferings of the men.” At least one colonel, 
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James M. Smith of the 52nd Indiana, decided he would take his chances with 
fires, saying he “would rather be shot and have his men shot by Rebs than all 
of us freeze to death.”’®’ 

George Carrington of the 11th Illinois related in his diary that he was 
sleeping warmly under a “burr oak bush” that still had its leaves and with 
dry leaves underneath. Then word came to fall in, and he was astonished that 
so much snow had fallen. Fires built far behind the ridges warmed men who 
were fortunate enough to be allowed off the front; the men left their muskets 
in line sticking in the ground bayonet first for immediate use. “We are some- 
thing like ‘Napoleon’s shivering Battalions in that blinding snow storm at 
Eylau,’” Carrington thought. Another miserable Federal could only hear the 
men “coughing and shivering with cold.” One Iowan noted that his fellow 
soldiers circled a fire all night, governed by orders: “by company, in a circle, 
double quick, march!” He later noted that was something “entirely new to 
Casey’s tactics.” An [llinoisan told a similar tale, writing that he circled a fire 
in the snow and “invited” his comrades to join him by shouting, “fall in.” To 
his surprise, the words filtered up and down the line until many regiments 
went into formation. He later surmised, “I think I was the only fellow there 
who could identify the ass that started the false alarm.’ 

Adding insult to injury was the fact that the Federals had to man their 
lines, leaving many of their possessions behind in camp where these were fre- 
quently stolen. Colonel John E. Smith of the 45th Illinois reported to his wife 
that he had no blankets as “mine were stolen.” He also added, “my pocket 
Book was stolen out of my over coat pocket while we we[re] out fighting so 
that I am cleaned out entirely.” 

The Confederates also suffered greatly during the cold night and similarly 
left vivid descriptions. Colonel Edward C. Cook of the 32nd Tennessee re- 
ported, “the weather was extremely cold, and being kept continually at labor 
and on duty, we suffered much from exposure.”’ Colonel Hanson on the far 
right reported that during the night they had to dig a parapet for Captain 
Thomas E. Jackson’s four Virginia guns: “although the night was cold and 
inclement, and the men much exhausted from the day’s fighting and several 
days of hard work, we succeeded in getting these pieces in good position and 
well protected.” The same was occurring at Maney’s position. Heiman re- 
ported that Pillow sent him another section under Captain A. H. Parker, which 
required work: “the night was unusually cold and disagreeable. Snow and 
sleet fell during the whole night; nevertheless we constructed a formidable 
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parapet in front of the battery.” Heiman described the work as “this hard and 
most unpleasant labor,” and admitted, “the troops suffered dreadfully, being 
without blankets.” Even those not in the fought-over areas suffered. The 20th 
Mississippi replaced the 7th Texas on the front line and Major William N. 
Brown, in command because of an ankle injury to Colonel Daniel R. Russell, 
reported, “the breastworks were thought insufficient, . . . so the remainder of 
the night was occupied in strengthening them and cleaning out the trenches, 
now partially filled with water and snow.” One of his soldiers insisted that the 
snow was a foot deep, but he may have been exaggerating because the Mis- 
sissippian may not have seen twelve inches of snow in his entire life. Another 
simply wrote in his diary, “cold, cold, cold.” Others indicated that there were 
ice and water in their trenches, and officers had to make sure that their men 
did not stay in their “place of pretended repose” too long, because without 
movement, frostbite would set in.” 

Added to the suffering was the similar Confederate fear of a Union night 
attack, one Mississippian writing, “we would often imagine that the whole 
line of the enemy was approaching by stealth and aimed to catch us asleep.” 
Jeremy Gilmer noted, “inclement as was the weather, it was necessary (to 
guard against surprise) that the troops should be all night in position along the 
lines of infantry cover.” Similarly, Captain Ross reported that “rain and snow 
and a final freeze of the same rendered this a dangerous night for the gun- 
boats passing [the batteries] in obscurity. We therefore masked for the night 
firing.” He even periodically fired a shell, which he described “sound[ing] 
almost double as loud as in the daytime” and which produced a staff officer 
from Floyd inquiring why he was firing at night. Fortunately for the gunners, 
the garrison of the fort aided these cannoneers during the long night. Ross 
reported, “remaining much of their time with us at night, thus encouraging us 
to persevere; also that they cooked our rations for us and sent us spirits, all 
from their regiments.” 

The fear of night fighting was not without reality for both sides. Samuel 
Barrett wrote that “we expected a charge, every minute from a large force.” 
As a result, artillery and sharpshooters from both sides fired throughout the 
night, Floyd writing that the artillery “deprived our men of any opportunity 
to sleep.” He added, “we confidently expected at the dawn of day a more vig- 
orous attack than ever.’ One Mississippian similarly described how his regi- 
ment fired at phantom Yankees, “lighting up our works with our discharges.” 
Moreover, the concern came from both land and water, Pillow reporting that 


236 CHAPTER NINE 


they could see “the smoke of a large number of gunboats and steamboats a 
short distance below.’’” 

Despite the turn of events, Pillow believed that “the result of the day’s 
work pretty well tested the strength of our defensive line, and established 
beyond question the gallantry of the entire command, all of which fought 
gallantly their portion of the line.” It was quite a day, but unfortunately it was 
only going to get worse.” 
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“You ARE NotT AT ForT HENRY” 





If fighting a war was hard work, the armies arrayed around Fort Donelson 
saw that difficulty compounded exponentially as dawn broke over the Cum- 
berland River valley on February 14. A combination of factors had come to- 
gether to make the previous night one of the most miserable certainly during 
the war and perhaps in the lives of almost all involved. The major culprit was 
the weather, one Federal declaring that snow fell “full 3 inches deep.” Snow 
itself was not such a desperate concern because many of the soldiers, espe- 
cially those from Northern states such as Iowa and Illinois, had seen plenty 
of it in their lives and even the Southern soldiers had at least experienced it. 
What made this night so particularly bad was the cold and the fact that be- 
cause of the continuing military operations, the troops could not take shelter 
or build fires. Neither army could get inside a cabin or tent, and the Federals 
had even left knapsacks, blankets, and other personal items in the rear. The 
Confederates likewise could not leave their lines for fear of a breakthrough. 
The lack of food added to the misery, one Federal writing that he had “nothing 
but hard crackers to eat and few of them.” Other resulting issues also caused 
problems. One I[llinoisan declared that “our clothes were frozen as stiff as a 
board.”’ 

Despite the continued cold and icy conditions, the armies began to shake 
off the snow and resume their proper roles as dawn neared. In the Union 
lines, John McClernand wrote how “the morning of Friday, the 14th, dawned 
cold and cheerless upon men already severely tired by hunger, exposure, and 
long-continued watching and labor.” Yet he described them “rising promptly 
to the duties of the day.” Brigade commander John Cook wrote that his men 
“shook the thick covering of snow from their overcoats, partook of a mea- 
ger breakfast, and cheerfully resumed their old position under the intrench- 
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ments.” Oglesby noted his men were “nearly torpid from the intense cold of 
the night,” but some fortunate units received a break of sorts because fires 
could be lit in the daylight. They also chugged down coffee, that being all that 
was available because the wagon trains were still a day away from arriving. 
Lieutenant Colonel Frank L. Rhoads of 8th Illinois took his regiment to the 
rear for an hour’s respite, he reported, “but only coffee could be obtained.” 

That morning the Confederate army similarly uncovered itself from the 
snowstorm. Captain Bidwell at the river batteries declared, “I spent another 
very disagreeable night, sleepless and severely cold.” He added that “the suf- 
fering from severe cold was intense. I had to carry several of the men to 
the quarters next morning so nearly frozen that they were unable to walk.” 
Perhaps the cold added to already short tempers within the Confederate gar- 
rison, because even some of the slaves serving as body servants to the officers 
became embroiled in conflict. One of John C. Brown’s slaves, Ned, got into 
a heated argument with Major Pointer, the servant of a captain. The officers 
decided to mock the two slaves and teach them a lesson. They brokered a duel 
with, unbeknown to the slaves, unloaded pistols. The white officers acted as 
seconds. The officers counted one but when they got to two both slaves ran 
away. They were quickly brought back but fled once again before the full 
count was reached. Having enough, Ned finally screamed, “Gen. Brown, you 
knows I love Major better ‘an anybody ‘cepin tis you.” One amused observer 
noted, “this broke up the duel but Ned and Major were ever afterwards good 
friends and quit quarreling.” 

Despite such theatrics, every soldier knew that daylight meant more fight- 
ing, and officers quickly positioned their units. They found the enemy once 
more in the changed surroundings that the large snow had made to the terrain. 
Changes in enemy positioning did not help the reorientation process either. 
Captain Ezra Taylor of the Chicago Light Artillery, for example, noted, “dur- 
ing the night the enemy changed the position of all his guns which bore on 
my position, as, with the experience of the day, I had secured a perfect range 
on all his batteries which I had been able to discover.” The captain thus had 
to locate the enemy guns again and find their ranges all over.* 

All that preparation was done in the expectation of major fighting that 
day. No doubt all had wondered when the long cold night would end, hoping 
that daylight would bring some relief even if it also brought renewed fight- 
ing. Some no doubt thought the chance of death in battle was better than the 
misery of freezing to death. 
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Early on Friday morning, the 14th,” wrote Captain Reuben Ross at the 
Confederate river batteries, ““we looked for a renewal of the attack, but for 
some reason we did not yet understand there was no sign of an advance.” 
Others wrote of the same expectation, and the resulting sound of relative 
silence was odd. Roger Hanson, who had driven back Smith’s attack the day 
before and fully expected worse today, wrote, “we remained under arms and 
in ranks all day Friday, expecting the attack to be renewed.” Only sharpshoot- 
ing took place, however, with both small arms and artillery. Nevertheless, he 
wrote that this went far in “disturbing and almost destroying the repose of my 
command.” Will Wallace’s staff officer I. P. Rumsey was likewise disturbed; 
he wrote his father that he was in the act of “getting the snow and ice off my 
saddle, [when] there came a cannon ball above my head, and soon there came 
another, so low as to strike Col’s oilcloth that hung in a tree, it being right 
by our headquarters.” Although heavy, the firing never reached large propor- 
tions, however; even a surprised John Floyd wrote that “the day advanced and 
no preparations seemed to be making for a general onset.” 

Floyd soon realized why; the Federals were retooling, expanding their 
reach, and adding reinforcements. In fact, huge columns of smoke just around 
the river bend to the west indicated transports were discharging troops, and 
soon those troops could be seen marching toward the battlefield. Command- 
ing the big rifle in the river batteries, Ross wanted to shell the transports, 
but Colonel Bailey, commanding the fort, would not agree until he talked to 
Floyd. The general agreed to let him shell a column of troops that could be 
seen marching inland, but Ross noted that by the time word got back to him 
they had gone out of sight. He later admitted, “I did not resist the temptation 
to fire on their immense fleet of transports.” He opened with the rifle and the 
columbiad at extreme elevation and after only two or three shots from each 
gun saw the transports moving away. Later reports indicated “the water [was] 
covered with ... wrecks, intermingled with arms, legs, and fragments of ev- 
ery form.” Understandably, Ross was hesitant to believe it: “this is what he 
stated, but I am satisfied he much overstated these things.’” 

Others wanted to make sure that the Confederate lines were as tight as 
possible for the assault all expected at any moment. On the isolated spit of a 
ridge between Indian Creek and Erin Hollow, Heiman was most concerned 
about his right and moved two guns down the hill to the valley of Indian 
Creek. Back on the far right, Hanson was concerned about another attack and 
more companies of the 18th Tennessee reinforced him. The expected assault 
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never came, though, although the growing skirmishing and artillery fire were 
just about as bad. Floyd wrote that “an extremely annoying fire was kept up 
from the enemy’s sharpshooters throughout the whole length of the intrench- 
ments. ... While this mode of attack was not attended with any considerable 
loss, it nevertheless confined the men to their trenches and prevented their 
taking their usual rest.” One soldier in the 20th Illinois agreed, writing that 
Union fire “made them hunt their holes double quick.” Some just had to grin 
and bear it. Colonel Roger Hanson scolded his Kentuckians for dodging bul- 
lets until a minie ball zinged close by his head and he himself ducked. As his 
men laughed, Hanson retorted, “Boys, you may dodge a little if they come 
too close.” 

The Confederates on the western trenches had a particularly tough time 
with C. F. Smith’s sharpshooters, Birge’s regiment. They found they could 
not reach the Federals with their shotguns and smoothbores. One Confeder- 
ate managed to obtain three “Minnie muskets” from the 49th Tennessee and 
when put to use “in less than three minutes . . . brought a Yankee out of the 
forks of a tree. He fell full fifty feet to the ground.” Down the line and in the 
opposite ranks in the 17th Illinois of McClernand’s division, A. F. Gilbert 
similarly wrote of this type of fighting. “Directly opposite my position was 
a ten-inch oak behind which was a gray,” he wrote, adding, “he emerged at 
intervals to fire at me.” Gilbert continued, “I had also fired twice at him, but 
while reloading for a third shot he got me in the left shoulder, spinning me 
around like a top ...I fell, but scrambled up as well as I could and hustled 
to the rear.” On Davidson’s front, his Mississippians were being pestered 
by a sharpshooter they could not reach, but one 8th Kentucky soldier with a 
“long-ranged gun” shot the man, one observer noted, “and he fell from the 
tree a lifeless corpse.” The 50th Illinois dubbed one particular Confederate 
sharpshooter behind a stump as “old red shirt,” which they finally shot. At 
times, even higher officers were involved. A sharpshooter fired at Colonel 
Oglesby while he watched the fighting, hitting him in the stirrup. One of his 
men shouted, “are you wounded, general?” He merely replied, “I don’t know; 
haven’t had time to see.’””® 


Although there was heavy skirmishing, the reason no major attack came on 
this day was because Ulysses S. Grant had other means to reduce the fort and 
capture the enemy. Foote and the five gunboats from Cairo and twelve trans- 
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ports had finally arrived at Bear Creek Landing after a lengthy voyage, which 
was slowed to the pace of the sluggish gunboats. They arrived a little after 
10:00 po the night before during the heavy snowstorm. The flotilla anchored 
next to the Carondelet, Henry Walke no doubt happy to have more firepower 
to aid his lone vessel. Also arriving were the Federal reinforcements, par- 
ticularly the many regiments Grant had sent around from Fort Henry. These 
were certainly ready for battle, one Ohio chaplain writing that the troops were 
“inspired with delight.” Grant was just as pleased to have more land forces, 
but he was most eager for the arrival of Foote and the navy. They had worked 
wonders at Fort Henry, and Grant wanted them now at Fort Donelson to per- 
haps do the same thing. With all the new troops and gunboats, and with the 
Confederates seemingly bottled up inside Fort Donelson, Grant had options 
and time was on his side. Hence, he did not rush into a costly resort of storm- 
ing Fort Donelson’s defenses.’ 

The reinforcements actually came in two ways. One of course was by 
water, but the other was by land from Fort Henry. Realizing this was going 
to be a longer operation than Fort Henry, Grant ordered Lew Wallace on 
the evening of February 13 to gather the troops he could and march to Fort 
Donelson. The troops left behind had heard the cannon fire, with some of the 
dead and wounded already being brought back there; they were, therefore, 
itching to get into the fight. The official order came around 2:00 AM and one 
Federal remembered, “the drums were beat rousing up the men.” Three day’s 
rations went out and some of the troops at Fort Heiman soon ferried the river 
and began their march. Wallace took with him two regiments, his old brigade 
consisting of the 8th Missouri and 11th Indiana, his old regiment. Grant or- 
dered him to leave a guard at Forts Henry and Heiman and so he left the 23rd 
Indiana with the 23rd and 28th Hlinois of McClernand’s division and the Sth 
Iowa Cavalry, much to the chagrin of the men: “the stay order was received 
with a tremendous howl,” Wallace remembered, “which I pretended not to 
hear.’ 

Wallace had been forewarned as early as February 12, but when the call 
came it was still thrilling. He described the joy: “very seldom in life have 
there been instances in which my signature has been given more willingly 
than to the receipt for that bit of paper.” He quickly set off on the Telegraph 
Road with his 11th Indiana and 8th Missouri, along with Wood’s Chicago 
Light Artillery and a company of the 32nd Illinois; he later added a patrolling 
cavalry force. Throughout the morning the brigade came nearer and nearer to 
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the fighting as judged by the sounds and sights; newspaper artist Alexander 
Simplot, who accompanied Wallace, noted, “soon the continuous booming 
with the smoke rising over the hills and tree tops marked the battleground.” 
The brigade marched on until they reached Grant’s headquarters at the Widow 
Crisp’s house around noon on February 14. Wallace went inside while the 
troops remained in column, and there he received more orders. Wallace lost 
his old brigade, which was placed under the command of the senior colonel, 
Morgan L. Smith. Wallace lamented losing his prized regiments, but Grant 
had larger ideas for the Indianan. Needing to organize a new division of all 
the arriving troops, Grant created the Third Division and assigned Wallace as 
its commander.” 

Most of the troops for this division arrived by the other means of transpor- 
tation, by steamboat. Some of the units such as Cruft’s brigade of Kentuck- 
ians and Indianans had arrived at Fort Henry earlier, but Grant had sent them 
around by water to Fort Donelson, they being on the steamboats for a total 
of five days without going ashore. Others came as well, one [llinoisan writ- 
ing his wife, “we had a splendid voyage up the Ohio and Cumberland Rivers 
& I wished that you could have been along to enjoy it.” It was nevertheless 
slow due to the high water, a strong current, and the slow gunboats. Arriving 
at the landing west of the operations, Cruft marched inland and became one 
of Wallace’s new brigades, quickly coming under fire and causing at least 
one Kentuckian to wish “that I was a home guard.” Other arriving troops 
sent from Cairo and St. Louis were formed into another brigade under John 
Thayer, colonel of the Ist Nebraska. Still other unattached regiments such 
as the 46th, 57th, and 58th Illinois were considered for a new brigade, but in 
the confusion they were simply attached to Thayer’s unit for the time being. 
A few of the arriving regiments were assigned elsewhere, such as the 2nd 
Iowa. Upon landing, their knapsacks being hurriedly thrown on the bank by 
the boat’s crew under fire from the Confederate guns, the Iowans marched 
to Smith’s headquarters, where he assigned them to Lauman’s brigade and 
they quickly took their position on the front line. A few were late in arriving, 
such as the 57th Illinois, which marched off its transports after breakfast on 
February 14. According to one soldier, it “started for the fort in the forenoon, 
but got on the wrong road, and returned to the boats and got our dinner, and 
started out again in the afternoon.””” 

Grant ordered Wallace and his new division to take a position between 
Smith and McClernand. “My orders, received from General Grant, were to 


“YOU ARE NOT AT FORT HENRY” 243 


hold my position and prevent the enemy from escaping in that direction; in 
other words, to remain there and repel any sally from the fort.” Wallace also 
noted, and Grant must have impressed it upon his new division commander, 
that “under the orders [ had no authority to take the offensive.” The brigades 
thus went into line between Indian Creek and Smith’s division, Thayer on the 
left and Cruft on the right, his flank within supporting distance of Will Wal- 
lace’s expanded brigade on the Wynn Ferry Road. There, the newly arrived 
troops faced the brutal cold as well, Wallace describing how “we walked 
about and beat our bodies to keep up circulation, our teeth chattering mean- 
while like castanets.” Fortunately, he had thought to bring Heiman’s large 
tent captured at Fort Heiman, and this provided some cover. Less than a mile 
away, Heiman himself would have been chagrined had he known his massive 
tent was now providing headquarters for a Union division commander.'” 

Throughout the day, these three divisions continued the skirmishing, but 
they did not attack. McClernand continued to extend his lines eastward af- 
ter he and several staff officers, along with cavalry and infantry, probed to- 
ward the right and found that without help the division could not reach the 
river. McClernand decided instead to rest his flank on Lick Creek, which was 
mostly impassable and would hem in the Confederate garrison just as well, 
although they could not interdict as planned the river traffic from that posi- 
tion. The division consequently shifted throughout the day, mostly taking 
cover along the reverse slope of the ridge on which the Wynn Ferry Road ran. 
McClernand ordered his brigade commanders to form their lines well, telling 
Oglesby to “take the strongest defensive position whether it be purely defen- 
sive or aggressive in its character.” In the ensuing hours, the men also erected 
more earthworks for batteries, McClernand remarking, “‘a want of additional 
implements prevented me from carrying into effect my design to intrench the 
right of my line.”” Meanwhile, the sharpshooting continued; Carroll Marsh 
reported his men “picking off the rebels as they exposed themselves above 
the breastworks.”"* 

Smith’s division likewise skirmished, although troubles with problematic 
colonels caused some gaps in the line. Brigade commander John Cook noted 
that the often rouge Crafts J. Wright of the 13th Missouri had pulled his men 
out of line without orders during the day so they could refresh in the rear. A 
furious Cook wrote that he “proceeded on foot, and in person ordered his 
return.” Smith himself reconnoitered to the left of his division toward Hick- 
man Creek and “satisfied myself that the only apparent practicable point of 
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assault was in that quarter.” Still, only skirmishing, sometimes heavy, contin- 
ued throughout the day."° 

Much of the skirmishing was done by the artillery, which had a difficult 
time in the wet and icy slop. Edward McAllister reported that the fire on his 
front became so hot that he had “to move our horses far down the slope in rear 
of the Forty-fifth Regiment.” He also related that in some of the sparring, one 
of his guns “broke its trail short off by its own recoil on the frozen ground and 
was completely disabled thereby.” On the other hand, Taylor’s battery took 
advantage of a lull to move “back to a ravine to water and feed my horses.’’"® 

In short, Grant had the situation well in hand, even joking with some of 
his soldiers at times. He asked two injured Federals if they had been wounded 
“hunting bear.” They responded that they had the bear treed and went on to 
describe how even while wounded they kept fighting, silencing an enemy 
battery. A jovial Grant responded, “you didn’t hurt anyone, did you?,” to 
which one soldier responded, “why, General, I dunno—I reckon I just scared 
"em and they fainted.” Yet while Grant was continually being strengthened, 
he refused to attack with those greater numbers. One Mississippian recog- 
nized the irony, later writing, “while we were rejoicing over our victories they 
were being greatly reinforced.” Grant certainly could have attacked, but he 
knew he had the upper hand and saw no need to create hundreds if not thou- 
sands of casualties when Fort Donelson could be reduced in other ways. The 
false account of Grant being a butcher was certainly not true at Fort Donel- 
son. Instead, Grant opted to primarily use his other major reinforcement on 
February 13, the US navy." 


Wile the armies skirmished on the landward side of Fort Donelson and 
almost all began to conclude that the day would pass with no real fighting, 
suddenly what many thought would be the climactic attack occurred later on 
the afternoon of February 14. Everyone by this point knew of the navy’s star- 
tling success at Fort Henry just a few days earlier, and many expected a repeat 
at Fort Donelson. The Federals, Grant included, were particularly desirous of 
a naval attack, especially one that would provide the kind of success seen at 
Fort Henry. The Confederates were likewise mindful of the looming gunboat 
threat, many outwardly admitting that the land defense concerned them much 
less than a naval attack. Perhaps only Andrew H. Foote was not so sure. He 
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later wrote that he joined the expedition and attacked “at the urgent request 
of Major-General Halleck and General Grant, who regarded the movement 
as a military necessity, although not in my opinion properly prepared.” He 
brought his gunboats south anyway, their vulnerable areas now covered with 
anything such as chains, lumber, and coal that might deflect a shell. The fleet 
slowly moved toward the final bend before reaching Fort Donelson and then 
toward what many thought would be the operation’s final action. Ulysses S. 
Grant even took a position on the bank of the river to watch the victorious 
show.'® 

All seemed to think this would be Fort Henry all over. Even as the gunboats 
rounded the bend, Captain Ross, commanding the Confederate rifle himself 
as he “trusted no one else to point it,” noted that “it must be confessed we felt 
unequally matched with this fleet, armed with ten times or more our number 
of their best artillery. We had resolved to defend the fort, however, and would 
not allow ourselves time to be alarmed.” This time he made sure there was 
none of the frivolity of the two prior days when his men had “chattered like 
so many wild geese, each one having a great deal to tell others to do, but 
not seeming disposed to do much himself.” Now, he ordered no talking and 
complete concentration. There was also a change in morale from the previous 
days. If the Federals intended the earlier days’ shelling to disrupt Confederate 
morale, the opposite had happened. Because of Walke’s demonstrations, Ross 
had been able to get his men calmed down before the big fight on February 
14. In that sense, the earlier days’ semiattacks had been favorable for the Con- 
federates. A conscientious Ross also prepared even more than previously. He 
set fires to be able to light the guns in case “the Friction Primers should fail.””” 

As a result, Foote led his flotilla, actually smaller than his fleet at Fort 
Henry, against the much stronger and confident Fort Donelson around 
3:00 PM on the afternoon of February 14. Watching from the fort, the Confed- 
erates could see the huge columns of black smoke and knew something was 
afoot. B. G. Bidwell remembered how “four boats came around the point, ar- 
ranged themselves in line of battle, and advanced slowly, but steadily, up the 
river.” Foote once more aligned his ironclads bow first across the river, with the 
St. Louis and Carondelet, veterans of Fort Henry, and the two new gunboats, 
Louisville and Pittsburg, the replacements for the damaged Essex and Cin- 
cinnati. The four ironclads formed across the river, the St. Louis, Louisville, 
Pittsburg, and Carondelet west to east. Behind the ironclads came two of the 
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timberclads, the Tyler and Conestoga, again under Phelps. The Lexington had 
been damaged on the Tennessee River run and was sent back to Cairo. Foote 
had the St. Louis as his flagship.” 

The gunboats moved forward slowly, Foote signaling to Louisville and 
Pittsburg to “steam up” when they fell slightly behind. The St. Louis opened 
fire about 2:40 PM a mile or so from the fort, followed by the rest of the iron- 
clads. Walke in the Carondelet later wrote the flag officer that despite a signal 
from Foote “not to fire so fast,” they eventually produced “a deliberate and 
well-directed firing from the instant your vessel commenced.” In accordance 
with what had worked so well at Fort Henry, Foote steadily drove forward 
and the gunboats closed the range until after an hour they were within four 
hundred yards. All the while, the gunners cut the fuses shorter and shorter, 
from fifteen eventually down to five seconds.”! 

Meanwhile, the Confederate defenders were having problems, making it 
indeed seem like Fort Henry all over. Even though the rifle opened as soon 
as the first gunboat nudged its bow around the bend, each of the guns had a 
different set of problems. For one, because of the increased wheel size on 
the columbiad, “the gun could only fire when their boats passed the field of 
its range, and probably on the right boat all the time.” That right boat was 
the Carondelet, and it would definitely be hit hard throughout the afternoon. 
Even worse, the rifle had multiple issues. A shot jammed halfway down the 
bore early in the fight, but the gunners “hunted up a long log just fitting the 
bore, all mounted the parapet, in the height of the bombardment, and drove 
the ball home.” More fatally, a priming wire later jammed in the rifle’s vent, 
the result of a charge being rammed after a gunner forgot to remove the wire. 
It bent and could not be extracted. Culbertson blamed “the want of skill of 
the cannoneers in loading. They had had but two days’ experience.”’ More 
ominously, Pillow was on site and ordered Culbertson to respond at first only 
with the rifle and the columbiad, saving the smaller 32-pounders for closer 
work. “This was opposed to my judgment,’ Culbertson wrote, “as it showed 
the enemy the positions of our two heavy guns, which I regarded as constitut- 
ing our only hope.” Captain Bidwell, commanding four of the 32-pounders, 
similarly remembered, “we remained perfectly silent, while they came over 
about 1 4% miles, pouring a heavy fire of shot and shell upon us all the time.” 
Pillow added, “it was a severe restraint to their patriotic impulses,” but they 
obeyed. A relieved Culbertson went on to say, “they took no advantage of it, 
however, but fired almost at random.’ 
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All soon got in on the action, however. When the front line of the flo- 
tilla reached within four hundred yards of the fort, the Confederates gunners 
opened with all they had. One watching infantryman was in awe: “A dence 
cloud of smoke arose from the battery while peal after peal are clear as a bu- 
gler blast they sending terror and confusion on the enimys fleet at evry shot.” 
The 32-pounders were able to do damage as well as the howitzers, several 
of the guns utilizing ricochet shot. And it told. The closer the Federal gun- 
boats came to the water batteries, the more significant hits they took. Captain 
Bedwell declared, “I am confident that the 32-pounders did almost all the 
damage to the boats, although I have seen it stated otherwise by distinguished 
officers.” Whoever did the damage, one by one, each of the Union ironclads 
began to receive crippling hits, with Pillow relaying, “I could distinctly see 
the effects of our shot upon his iron-cased boats” and that the shots made “her 
metal ring and her timbers crack.” 

The two right gunboats succumbed first. Foote’s own St. Louis was per- 
haps the most resilient if the most battered. He reported that the ironclad took 
upward of fifty-nine shots, including “4 between wind and water,” which 
was a naval term meaning in the hull where the water sometimes covered the 
hull and sometimes not, depending on the rocking of the boat and the waves. 
Needless to say, these were dangerous hits because water often flowed in. In 
perhaps one of the most significant shots of the war, one cannon ball also hit 
the pilothouse and mortally wounded the pilot and wounded others. Foote 
wrote, “the wheel of this vessel, by a shot through her pilot house, was carried 
away.” The St. Louis therefore became unmanageable." 

The same thing was happening on the Louisville. Its “tiller ropes” that 
controlled the rudders were shot away in the fighting, meaning that it too was 
uncontrollable. At what one officer described as “the height of the fighting 
point,” Foote reported that the steering problems “rendered the two boats 
wholly unmanageable” and that “they drifted down the river, relieving tackles 
not being able to steer or control them in the rapid current.” The flotilla had 
lost half of its punch.” 

The other half was doing even worse, one Confederate gunner describing 
“the two flank boats closing in behind them and protecting them from our 
fire in retreat.” Because they remained a little while longer, the Pittsburg and 
Carondelet took the brunt of the Confederate gunners’ fire, the Carondelet 
especially taking a beating from the columbiad that could not turn widely. 
Foote reported that the other two gunboats were also “greatly damaged be- 
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tween wind and water and soon followed us, as the enemy rapidly renewed 
the fire as we drifted helplessly down the river.” 

The Pittsburg indeed took a severe pounding. Likely hearing of the scald- 
ing on board the Essex at Fort Henry, the Pittsburg’s commander Lieutenant 
Egbert Thompson “had 100 bread bags filled with coal and stowed around the 
boilers as likely to afford some protection to the latter against shot.” Later, 
the crew added their hammocks as additional protection. Covering the boilers 
could not help the outlying parts of the gunboat, however, and the Pittsburg 
took “at least 30 shots,” according to her commander. The most damaging 
were two large shells in the bow (one on each side) right at the waterline, “be- 
tween wind and water.” Another shot from the rifle (then still in action) went 
through the pilothouse at the same spot where an earlier round had “weak- 
ened the joints of the iron plates in that particular locality.” Thompson even 
marveled that “another shot entered the middle bow port, and passed out at 
the stern, through the cabin, first cutting its way through a stack of hammocks 
and coal bags, escape pipe, wheelhouse, etc., not touching a man.” Still other 
shots tore away the flagstaffs and other items on the decks.’ 

Miraculously, no one was killed on the boat and only two were wounded. 
One of the wounded was Seaman George Smith, “whom it was difficult to 
draw from his gun after receiving his wounds, he insisting that he could still 
go on fighting.” The other was similarly brave. Thomas Merwin “had his 
skull fractured; he also wished to join in the fight again after being for a few 
moments in the hands of the surgeon.” While the crew was in good shape, 
the boat was in dire trouble. Thompson reported that he decided to get away 
while he could, “discovering that the flagship had fallen astern and all the 
other boats but one were drifting out of range.” That was easier said than 
done, and he soon found the ironclad filling with water so rapidly from the 
bow hits that he had to take drastic countermeasures. Realizing “we could 
not float much longer from the way the boat was making water,’ Thompson 
wrote, “I fell downstream and only kept afloat long enough to get out of the 
range of the enemy’s guns by running my guns aft, thus lightening her at the 
bow.” Back atop the river batteries, Captain Ross wrote that his target “left 
the line and ran in to the shore—we reverently hoped to sink.”’”* 

As bad as the Pittsburg was, the Carondelet suffered the most on the far 
side of the river, or the left of the formation. That was probably because of the 
narrow range of the Confederate columbiad stuck in its wheel ruts. Yet, some 
of the trouble was not even from Confederate fire; the gunboat lost a bow gun 
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during the action when one of the rifles burst. One of the crew remembered, 
“for about two minutes I was stunned, and at least five minutes elapsed before 
I could tell what was the matter. When I found out that I was more scared than 
hurt, although suffering from the gunpowder which I had inhaled, I looked 
forward and saw our gun lying on the deck, split in three pieces.” The stunned 
crews nearby quickly recovered, Walke reporting that his gunners served “the 
remaining two guns faithfully as long as the enemy were within reach.” Still, 
the ironclad suffered more the closer it came to the Confederate guns, with 
one shot “striking our wheelhouse and jamming the wheel,” Walke reported. 
He also described the shells “taking flag-staffs and smoke-stacks, and tear- 
ing off the side armor as lightening tears the bark from a tree.” A couple of 
shells that tore through the boat killed four men, one observer describing 
“three with their heads off. The sight almost sickened me, and I turned my 
head away.” Walke reported, “before the decks were well sanded, there was 
so much blood on them that our men could not work the guns without slip- 
ping.” To make matters worse, an eight-inch shell from the Tyler farther to 
the rear exploded astern the vessel, “the fragments of which penetrated our 
casemate.” To add insult to injury as the gunboat floated helplessly away, the 
Pittsburg attempted to turn around in the river and struck the Carondelet “on 
our starboard quarter and broke off our starboard rudder iron.” One percep- 
tive Confederate described how the vessel “floated around against the bank 
of the river, but turned her bow straight across the river, ran to the middle, 
fired several shots, and retired.” In all, the Carondelet was hit thirty-five times 
by the Confederate guns, losing four killed and thirty-two wounded, includ- 
ing the pilot. Walke described how “we leak[ed] badly forward and aft, and 
require[d] extensive repairs above and below watermark, and in almost every 
department.” Yet out of the chaos did emerge one good outcome; Matthew 
Arther won the Congressional Medal of Honor for his actions on this day and 
on February 6 at Fort Henry.” 

All the while, the timberclads to the rear also added their firepower, al- 
though they had to do so over the gunboats to the front. One Confederate rec- 
ognized the difference: “they threw shells, while the boats threw shot, shell, 
and grape.” Gilmer described them as “‘curveted shot, which passed over our 
works, exploding in the air just above.” One Federal infantryman watching 
the show similarly described the timberclads’ actions as different from the 
bow firing of the ironclads. The two smaller boats opened with their bow guns 
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at first but then began “swinging and giving the broadside, and turning fired 
the other broadside. This being steadily repeated was a grand sight.”*° 

The Confederate gunners began to realize their success as the Federal gun- 
boats one by one began to fall to the rear. They could tell when a shot hit 
water, Ross describing the interesting effect when “instantly the spray is in a 
perpendicular column, 30 to 50 feet high, where it appears to remain station- 
ary for a distinct interval of time before it falls. It is almost perfectly white 
in appearance.” Some artillerymen became especially excited at the sights, 
gunner John G. Frequa telling his crew, “now, boys, see me take a chimney.” 
He did, and then threw his cap in the air and shouted at the enemy: “Come 
on, you cowardly scoundrels; you are not at Fort Henry.” On another occa- 
sion, Pillow described George S. Martin, who, when “the wadding of his gun 
having given out, pulled off his coat and rammed it down his gun as wad- 
ding, and thus kept up the fire.” Even so, the Federal bombardment took a 
toll, especially on the fortifications themselves, which were, one Confederate 
described, “damaged considerably.”*! 

As bad as all the damage was, one special wounding did even more harm. 
The shot that hit the St. Louis’s pilothouse and killed the pilot also wounded 
flag officer Foote, coincidentally in the foot. He had already been hit by splin- 
ters while overseeing a gun crew, but his wounding by the piece of shrapnel 
seemed to take away from the flotilla much of the impetus to continue the 
fight. To be sure, Foote had not been especially interested in tangling with 
the Confederate batteries in the first place. Yet, he later claimed (erroneously) 
that the Confederates were fleeing their guns at the moment when the Sz. 
Louis’s steerage was hit. ““We have every reason to suppose [that the fighting] 
would, in fifteen minutes more, could the action have been continued, have 
resulted in the capture of the two forts bearing on us, as the enemy’s fire mate- 
rially slackened and he was running from his batteries when the two gunboats 
helplessly drifted down the river.” Obviously, he mistook movement within 
the batteries as a retreat.* 

Foote actually told more of the truth when he described the hornet’s nest 
he had awakened. Almost shell-shocked, he related how “the enemy must 
have brought over twenty heavy guns to bear upon our boats from the water 
batteries and the main fort on the side of the hill, while we could only return 
the fire with twelve bow guns from the four boats.” He also reported, “I 
am informed that the rebel batteries were served with the best gunners from 
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Columbus.” Foote was obviously convinced that he had failed, as were the 
Federal infantry soldiers ringing Fort Donelson; McClernand reported that 
they could easily hear “the shouts of the enemy that [confirmed] the gunboats 
had been disabled in their attack upon the fort and had fallen back.’”? 

In all, fifty-four sailors were killed and wounded on all boats in Foote’s 
flotilla, including the commander, who had to use crutches to get around. That 
was a Staggering number considering the number engaged, and especially so 
when put alongside Foote’s dearth of sailors in the first place. But as harsh as 
it sounds, men were replaceable while the gunboats were not. Perhaps in the 
worst case, the Pittsburg was having trouble even staying afloat. “The pumps 
on board were not sufficient to keep the boat afloat,’ Thompson wrote, “nor 
had we material of which to construct others.” Without them, the boat could 
not be made ready to fight and Thompson had to run the Pittsburg aground to 
keep her from sinking: “we made the boat fast to the shore,” he wrote, “had 
leaks stopped by working steadily through the night as well as the work could 
be done under the circumstances.” Henry Walke similarly reported his dilapi- 
dated state on the Carondelet, adding, “we are in want of coal, provisions, and 
ammunition.”** 

The Confederate reaction was understandably different. One Tennes- 
sean described the feeling in the midst of the fighting, stating, “it seemed to 
shake the hills of Donelson and the earth itself seemed to tremble beneath the 
mighty thundering of the big guns.” Another eloquent if not perfect speller 
wrote, “tha prest up the river stidly firing upon us and our Battreys while the 
Bum shells were bursting in the air with loud and wild confusion threatening 
them with sudden distrucktion. Stil tha came onn.” Ross admitted that up 
until the navy’s retreat, he and his men “had gone so far as to conclude how 
we would resist them when they landed and stormed our batteries.” Now with 
the prevailing silence that seemed that much more dominant, cheers from the 
watching infantry and the gunners “yet panting from their exertion” accom- 
panied the retreat as it suddenly dawned on the Confederates that this was 
no retake of Fort Henry. A chorus of shouts emerged from the soldiers, one 
Texan describing how it “commenc[ed] on the right wing and soon caught up 
and became universal along the entire line.” Even citizens of Dover who had 
gathered on the bank of the river farther upstream were “testifying the joy by 
tossing their hats in the air.” Watching and fearing that the end had come, Na- 
than Bedford Forrest was suddenly euphoric: “never were men more jubilant 
than when the victory crowned the steady bravery of our little fort; old men 
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wept; shout after shout went up.” The Federals obviously heard these cheers, 
one describing that they “sounded like small boys, school boys, yelling.” A 
Confederate was convinced, writing, “we could here the shouts of triumph 
reverberate through the hills and vallies which doubt less went to the ears 
of the enemy for they seemed infuriated and soon we hear the keen crack of 
there cannon and the whirling of shot and shell around us.» 

Many tried to make sense of what had just happened. Having lost no ca- 
sualties, Ross declared, “I am unable to account for so remarkable a circum- 
stance, except that our always prompt and vigorous firing at long ranges had 
intimidated them and destroyed their capacity to take aim.” Colonel J. E. Bai- 
ley, commanding the two regiments inside the fort, lost one man wounded in 
the melee, but noted, “the boats were repulsed and evidently seriously dam- 
aged.”” Rumors of at least one gunboat later sinking swirled around the fort, 
but Pillow related, “this information may or may not be true.” Nevertheless, 
although the 32-pounders fired only around fifty shots per piece and the oth- 
ers less, the Confederates soon realized they had bested the gunboats. Captain 
Bidwell remarked, “I am confident the efficiency of the gunboat is in the gun 
it carries rather than in the boat itself.”” He went on to crow: “we can whip 
them always if our men will only stand to their guns.” Bidwell also learned 
about the misperception of range amid all the ordnance coming at him, writ- 
ing “they must have fired near 2,000 shot and shell at us.” He noted, however, 
that “their fire was more destructive to our works at 2 miles that at 200 yards. 
They overfired us from that distance.” Indeed, some shells fell among the 
land armies to the rear, prompting Bushrod Johnson to take cover and several 
of his men from the Goochland Virginia battery to “deem . . . ourselves justi- 
fied in following so illustrious an example.”*° 

With no other resort, an unhappy Foote next contemplated sending a gun- 
boat past the river batteries to break up Confederate transportation east of 
Fort Donelson. Then he decided to slow down and do it right. In no mood to 
be told what to do any longer, the wounded Foote decided “my services here, 
until we can repair damages, by bringing up a competent force from Cairo 
to attack the fort, are much less required than they are at Cairo.” He accord- 
ingly decided to move back to his base early Saturday afternoon with one of 
the damaged gunboats, the Pittsburg, leaving the Louisville, Carondelet, and 
St. Louis at Fort Donelson to guard the river and the transports and provide 
interservice cooperation. The St. Louis was operable and had to bear much 
of that burden; the Carondelet, on the other hand, was not even able to be 
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moved. Fearing reinforcement from Columbus, Foote also sent the Tyler up 
the Tennessee once more to damage the railroad bridge even more, leaving 
only the timberclad Conestoga for Grant’s use.*’ 

Foote has been castigated for using the blunt tactic of steaming straight at 
the enemy fortifications. Had he held back and methodically shelled the fort, 
he could have been more successful with much less damage, as most of the 
Confederate guns could not reach long distances. That, of course, was not the 
tactical doctrine of the navy at the time, or what had succeeded at Fort Henry, 
so he steamed close. He learned his lesson well. Foote soon wrote his wife, 
“you need have no fears about us now, as we will keep off a good distance 
from rebel forts in future engagements.” He later wrote, “I won’t run into fire 
again, as a burnt child dreads it.’’*® 

Disappointment was understandably rampant among the Federal ranks. 
One Kentuckian began counting the shots, only stopping his count at 667. 
Lew Wallace later wrote, “I recollect well—indeed, I shall always remem- 
ber—the disappointment of the army at Donelson when Commodore Foote’s 
attack upon the water battery failed.” He later wrote, “we looked at one an- 
other like sick men.” A lower-level Federal similarly wrote his wife, “we all 
expected great things of the gun boats but they did nothing at all & our boys 
were much disheartened.” Grant was also evidently shaken, writing, “I retired 
this night not knowing but that I would have to intrench my position, and 
bring up tents for the men or build huts under the cover of the hills.” With 
the flotilla all but shattered, attention therefore turned back to the landside of 
the operations. If Grant was to become the victor at Fort Donelson, it would 
be without the navy’s help, and he began to think in terms of a long siege, 
even writing Julia that he might be tied up a while and telling her where to 
go, what money to obtain, and what to do with his personal effects and horse. 
It seemed Grant was getting ready for a long stay at Dover, even writing of a 
“protracted siege.”””? 

That had been the furthest thing from his mind earlier in the day when the 
gunboats were still the most feared portion of the Federal force. 


In addition to the repulse of the gunboats, the afternoon of February 14 
proved to be important in other ways. The fact that the Confederate earthen 
fortifications had defeated the vaunted Union ironclads upset all the expecta- 
tions on both sides. The Confederate high command had always been more 
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concerned about the naval attack than the landward threats, but that seemed 
to literally float away with the swirling, bobbing gunboats that drifted help- 
lessly down the river that afternoon. Had Foote not attacked upriver, the four 
ironclads would certainly have been shot up even more than they were or, 
even worse, captured.” 

That increase in respect for the Confederate river defense was but one of 
the major changes that developed that afternoon, particularly on the Federal 
side. For two days, Grant had kept the initiative, slowly but surely easing 
his land forces entirely around the Confederate lines. Meanwhile, the Con- 
federates kept on the defensive. Now, other decisions were made this day 
that would alter the nature of the Confederate high command’s outlook. Be- 
cause ammunition was at a premium, Floyd and Pillow worked to get more 
brought in from Clarksville. Second, the threat of the Federals extending 
their lines so far eastward that they came to the river east of Dover portended 
major trouble. The erection of artillery there would end all river transporta- 
tion and communication, supply, and even retreat options for the garrison. 
“Such appeared to be their design,” engineer Gilmer wrote, adding that Grant 
evidently “resolved to invest us, and, when prepared, to attack us in over- 
whelming numbers or press us to capitulation by cutting off supplies and re- 
enforcements.” Third, the large numbers of Union reinforcements that could 
be seen marching from transports on the river signaled to Floyd and Pillow 
that the already surrounded garrison could not endure much longer, especially 
with so many fresh Federal troops fronting the thin Confederate lines. While 
the earlier attacks had failed, it would not be a major problem for Grant to 
mass much larger numbers and punch a hole in the garrison’s lines, dooming 
all involved. It was thus ironic that the very land defense that had caused so 
little worry in the face of the victorious Fort Henry gunboats now seemed to 
be the real danger, and much greater than previously thought. “A child could 
see how the drama would end,” recalled one Mississippian.*! 

At the same time, Grant was slowly losing the offensive mindset that had 
brought him to Fort Donelson in the first place. Indeed, he took little ini- 
tiative throughout February 14 to move closer and attack the Confederate 
lines. Grant’s division commanders attested to this, Smith writing, “the same 
system of annoyance was kept up, but, under the orders of the command- 
ing general, to a more limited extent.’”” McClernand similarly related that he 
received orders from Grant “that all aggressive operations on our part must 
be avoided,” and Grant, in fact, later admitted that with the repulse of the 
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gunboats, “I concluded to make the investment of Fort Donelson as perfect 
as possible, and partially fortify and await repairs to the gunboats.” 

As the cold and white day of February 14 wore on, however, the Con- 
federate high command increasingly realized that they would not be able to 
withstand either an attack by Grant’s obviously swelling numbers or a siege. 
Nathan Bedford Forrest later wrote that “the army was in the best possible 
spirits [after the naval victory], feeling that, relieved of their greatest terror, 
they could whip any land force that could be brought against them.” That 
was unfortunately not the feeling among the Confederate high command, 
which seemed to be fading into a growing melancholy despite the victory 
over the gunboats. Floyd correctly remarked, “I had no doubt whatever that 
their whole available force on the Western waters could and would be con- 
centrated here if it was deemed necessary to reduce our position.” It is ironic 
that even as the Confederate water batteries won a signal victory over the 
gunboats, the morose feeling of being trapped was growing greater, prompt- 
ing the Confederate high command to act to do something. As a result, Floyd 
and Pillow, evidently mostly Pillow, began to think of taking the initiative 
even that afternoon, actually even before the victory over the gunboats, and 
forcing a way out of Fort Donelson. Floyd noted, “but one course was left by 
which a rational hope could be entertained of saving the garrison or a part of 
it—that was to dislodge the enemy from his position, on our left, and thus to 
pass our people into the open country lying southward toward Nashville.’ 

It would take a heavy blow to open a way out of the fort, but it could be 
done, if done quietly. As of the afternoon of February 14, the Federal line did 
not reach all the way eastward to Lick Creek, which was the obvious direction 
of escape. Grant’s emphasis was on the western side of Fort Donelson, where 
he communicated with the navy and received his reinforcements. Moreover, 
a Confederate escape eastward, toward Nashville, would take the army, or the 
portion that survived a breakout attempt, toward Johnston’s command rather 
than away from it. The meandering rivers also played a critical role; an at- 
tempt to break out and escape to the west would only mean the Confederates 
would face the daunting Tennessee River, and there was no way to quickly 
cross it. The army would no doubt be tracked down and destroyed by Grant’s 
larger force or the naval gunboats, or both. A withdrawal to the east toward 
Johnston and Nashville could be done, however, because the Cumberland 
River made a huge turn in its bow! shape, which meant that the Confederates 
could march all the way to Nashville if need be on the western or southern 
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side of the river, never having to cross it. And, it was hoped, Johnston’s army 
coming to the rescue could aid any units that escaped from the trap that Fort 
Donelson was becoming. 

The Confederate high command held a conference around midday on Feb- 
ruary 14, with Pillow pushing an idea to use a portion of his division to pry 
Open an avenue on the extreme Federal right. Buckner and Floyd evidently 
agreed with the idea and Pillow went to work forming his troops, although 
most stayed in the trenches and soon became enamored with the gunboat 
attack. One commander reported that his troops could hear the “terrific can- 
nonading between the gunboats and the fort’ and that “some of the shells 
from the boats [were] exploding in and near our lines, but doing no injury.” 
Brigade commander Colonel John McCausland of the 36th Virginia wrote of 
“the shells passing over and taking the line of works in reverse, and many 
passing over and through this brigade.” His curious men picked up some of 
the huge unexploded cannonballs, some they estimated to be as large as sixty- 
four pounders.” 

All the while, several Confederate brigades made their way to the east, in- 
cluding eventually McCausland’s Virginia brigade, Davidson’s Mississippi, 
Kentucky, and Texas troops, and William E. Baldwin’s 26th Tennessee, 26th 
Mississippi, and attached 20th Mississippi. “About noon General Pillow di- 
rected the left wing to be formed in the open ground to the left and rear of 
our position in the lines, for the purpose apparently of attacking the enemy’s 
right,” Baldwin reported. He and others such as the Virginia Goochland bat- 
tery formed in the road that led across Lick Creek “in column by platoon,” 
ready to march forward to the right until contact with the enemy occurred. 
Nathan Bedford Forrest’s cavalry was also included in the redeployment, 
holding the left of Baldwin’s brigade and making a wider sweep to the right 
as they advanced out of the works.*° 

Baldwin and Forrest began to move that afternoon, but other events quickly 
derailed the planned attack. Pillow soon called off the entire advance, perhaps 
becoming more interested in the gunboat action that was taking place around 
the same time; he soon rode to the scene for a firsthand look. Perhaps Pillow 
thought that if the vaunted gunboats would end the fighting immediately, 
there was no need to launch an infantry attack. Other issues were working 
on Pillow as well. A staff officer later described how he, at the head of the 
column, was caught off guard when a soldier went down from a Union sharp- 
shooter almost immediately upon starting out: “Captain, our movement is 
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discovered,” Pillow barked, “it will not do to move out of our trenches under 
the circumstances.” For whatever reason, Buckner wrote that “the [attack] 
order was countermanded by General Floyd, at the instance, as I afterwards 
learned, of General Pillow, who, after drawing out his troops for the attack, 
thought it too late for the attempt.” Baldwin similarly wrote, “General Pil- 
low ordered a countermarch, saying it was too late in the day to accomplish 
anything; and we returned to our former position in the lines.”’ Only Forrest’s 
troops became engaged in “maneuvering a short time and some sharp shoot- 
ing between the cavalry and the enemy,’ while Baldwin reported he advanced 
“not more than one-fourth of a mile.’’*’ 

Floyd was surprised at Pillow’s single-handed usurpation of power over 
the attack, but he should not have been, and it would not be the last time Pil- 
low would assume such authority. “Tell General Pillow,’ Floyd snapped, “he 
has lost the opportunity not by being discovered, but by the delay in sending 
the message and the consequent delay in getting a message back to him at this 
late hour.” It was a definite letdown, but even the muted attempt illustrated 
that the initiative was changing hands.** 


Although the contemplated Confederate attack on the afternoon of Febru- 
ary 14 was recalled, it was somewhat of a blessing in that such a hurried and 
minor attack could potentially have done nothing more than alert Grant to 
Confederate thinking. Fortunately for Floyd and Pillow, no Federals reported 
the fairly large movement as anything more than skirmishing. Now, the Con- 
federate high command had an entire night to plan, reposition, and launch 
a much larger morning attack that could involve nearly the entire army and 
that would have more potential for success. Even as the generals planned, 
however, the troops of both sides endured another long harrowing night of 
cold, snow, and misery.” 

There were two different meetings held that night, one right before and one 
right after midnight. The high command of Floyd, Pillow, and Buckner, with 
Gilmer invited, met first and came up with a larger version of Pillow’s plan 
from the afternoon before. Pillow wrote, “it was determined unanimously to 
give the enemy battle next day at daylight, so as to cut open a route of exit 
for our troops to the interior of the country, and thus save our army.” It would 
be a tricky thing to accomplish, to be sure, as almost the entire army would 
have to be redeployed on the left and left center, leaving the right extremely 
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vulnerable. Then the attack would have to go off flawlessly for the pathway of 
escape to be open. Finally, all remaining elements of the Confederate defense 
and garrison would have to be evacuated out of the opening, which would 
be held ajar by Buckner’s division as a rear guard. It would take perfect tim- 
ing for the entire army to escape, but after some minor debate, all agreed to 
proceed.”° 

With the decision made, another council of war took place right after mid- 
night, to which the brigade commanders were added. Others such as Forrest 
and engineer Gilmer were also there, and the plan was laid out and explained 
so there would be no misunderstanding. Floyd later wrote, “this plan was laid 
before them, approved, and adopted, and at which it was determined to move 
from the trenches at an early hour on the next morning and attack the enemy 
in his position.” Bushrod Johnson added, “to provide for every contingency, 
even that of failure, a rallying point, far beyond the enemy’s lines, was des- 
ignated, and all the plans were skillfully and minutely adjusted.” There was 
unfortunately even then some doubt, such as when Adolphus Heiman, who 
was to maintain his salient position, noted that he and the others that would 
remain in garrison were afraid they could not hold against an attack. “I stated 
my fears to General Floyd,” Heiman reported, “who replied, if I was pressed 
to fall back on the fort or act as circumstances would dictate.” Such a vague 
answer evidently did not help Heiman’s concern.”! 

The plan was nevertheless solidified during the night. Pillow was to mass 
his units on the far Confederate left and lead the assault, “assisted by Briga- 
dier-General Johnson,” who had basically been in the way since Pillow took 
command of his division upon Floyd’s arrival. Buckner was to move from the 
right and man the center, where he would also take up the attack once Pillow 
rolled the Union line back westward. “In other words,” Pillow wrote, “my 
success would roll the enemy’s force in retreat over upon General Buckner, 
when by his attack in flank and rear we could cut up the enemy and put him 
completely to rout.” Once the door was swung open, Buckner was to cover 
the retreat and the Confederate army would slip away in safety before the 
Federals could react.* 

The Confederate brigades began to move in the early hours of the morning 
of February 15, and most were in position by the set time of 4:00 Am. Staff 
officers frequently arrived and nudged brigade commanders “to marshal their 
forces with the utmost dispatch” or to “hurry the formation of the brigade.” 
Most of the brigade commanders did their job perfectly, John McCausland, 
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for instance, writing, “about midnight I received orders to concentrate my 
brigade near the left wing, which was done promptly.” Baldwin related they 
were to form at 4:00 AM “on the same ground and in the same order as on 
the previous evening.” Once again, Forrest’s cavalry was on the far left and 
would make the largest swing to the right or west, while five other Confeder- 
ate brigades eventually massed on the far left, including those under Baldwin, 
Davidson, McCausland, Wharton, and Drake.” 

As would be expected, the predawn darkness and icy conditions threatened 
to disrupt the carefully laid plans. Colonel Davidson’s brigade was late in 
taking its assigned position, so Pillow sent Bushrod Johnson to his headquar- 
ters and he found that the colonel was “severely indisposed, and had only 
given orders that his command should be held in readiness to move.” Pillow 
then remembered that Davidson “was complaining of being unwell” at the 
earlier council. Johnson quickly got the brigade moving and placed Colonel 
John M. Simonton of the Ist Mississippi in command, the third commander 
the brigade had received in just a few days; a dissatisfied Charles Clark had 
given over to Davidson at Clarksville on February 9, and now Simonton was 
in command. Auspiciously, this change was not fatal and Simonton soon po- 
sitioned his four regiments in rear of Baldwin’s troops “in column under the 
crest of the hill.’°* 

More troubling was the delay on the right wing. Buckner was to move 
his division eastward and man most of Pillow’s trenches, moving his regi- 
ments across Heiman’s rear and into line east of Erin Hollow. Because of 
the already thin line especially on the far right, he was ordered not to move 
until the position was manned by the reserve forces from the fort’s garrison. 
Floyd ordered Colonel Bailey to remain in the fort with his own regiment but 
to send a part of Colonel Head’s 30th Tennessee to man Buckner’s stretch of 
the line. Only then was Buckner to shift to the left. Unfortunately, there was 
a mix-up in communication and Head was nowhere to be seen when it came 
time for Buckner to march. One of the Confederates later blamed the delay 
on the fact that “Lieut.-Col. Murphy was sick and Col. Head unwell.” For his 
part, Head reported that upon receiving his orders, “this I did without delay.” 
If true, the foul-up came higher up the command chain.» 

Buckner and his commanders chafed as the minutes passed and Head was 
nowhere to be seen. Hanson waited for Head but reported, “‘the failure of this 
regiment to arrive as soon as contemplated delayed me in reaching the point 
assigned me.” Brown’s brigade left only a token force and went anyway, not 
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waiting. It was probably a good thing; once Brown arrived on Pillow’s lines, 
he found the entrenchments unmanned, inviting a night attack by the enemy. 
Buckner had the same experience, reporting that he found the works empty: 
“even a battery was left in position without a cannoneer.” Buckner deployed 
his lead regiment, the 3rd Tennessee, to hold all the trenches while the rest of 
his division marched in.*° 

Other factors also delayed the shift to the left. Buckner reported that his 
men were plagued “by the slippery condition of the icy road, which forbade 
a rapid march.” Major W. L. Doss of the 14th Mississippi similarly stated, 
“it was with great difficulty that we progressed, owing to the country, which 
was hilly or mountainous, and covered with snow and ice.” One of Graves’s 
cannoneers wrote how “the hills [were] slippery with ice, requiring all the 
strength of the cannoneers at the wheels & all the sharp points of the drivers 
spears to get the Battery up one hill in an hour.” Even so, Buckner’s men soon 
slogged their way to their assigned positions, filling the potentially hazardous 
void in the Fort Donelson outer works. They warmed up in the process: “we 
was very cold at first,” one Tennessean remembered, “but having to move 
double-quick for a time, we soon became quite warm.” The crisis on the far 
right eased as well when Head’s Tennesseans eventually arrived and manned 
the line formerly held by Buckner’s division. It remained thin, however; only 
three companies stood in place of the entire 2nd Kentucky on the far right, 
while others held Brown’s former trenches all the way to Indian Creek.>’ 

No one in the Confederate army knew it at the time, but other potentially fa- 
tal problems were also developing. Although the Federal right flank had been 
wide open and resting on nothing all day, McClernand had finally garnered 
reinforcements and placed them exactly where the Confederates planned to 
assault the next morning. John McArthur’s reserve brigade of Smith’s divi- 
sion was finally detached and sent to McClernand, who put it on the right of 
Oglesby’s troops, closer to Lick Creek. Although the brigade still lacked sev- 
eral hundred yards reaching the actual valley, it did provide more firepower in 
the exact area the Confederates targeted. McArthur’s troops were not happy, 
however, having been shelled by the Confederates on the march along the 
Wynn Ferry Road. Worse, they did not arrive until after dark and conse- 
quently had little time to form much of a line. McArthur himself was upset 
that his men “encamped for the night without instructions, and, as I regret 
to add, without adequate knowledge of the nature of the ground in front and 
on our right.” His colonels were just as upset, Issac Pugh of the 41st Illinois 
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writing that “after some instructions from Colonel McArthur, commanding 
brigade, I hastily examined the ground, but it was too late to form any correct 
idea of the ground.” Even so, the brigade took a position just under the brow 
of Dudley’s Hill, and McClernand sent cavalry to McArthur’s right to help 
plug the gap even more.” 

While the Confederate high command knew nothing of McArthur’s 
chance arrival and could not have done anything about it if they had known, 
miscommunication within their own ranks also plagued their efficiency. De- 
spite Bushrod Johnson’s insistence that all contingencies had been worked 
out and minute plans prepared, one glaring misunderstanding threatened to 
tear apart the Confederate escape timetable. Buckner understood his direc- 
tions to include having his men march with knapsacks and equipment, or 
basically whatever they desired to carry with them out of the fort. The under- 
standing on his part was that his men, once they made the breakout attack, 
would not return to the trenches or fort to retrieve their personal possessions 
and food. Unfortunately, Pillow understood differently, although one of his 
brigade commanders, Baldwin, sided with Buckner, stating that the men were 
“directed to take knapsacks, blankets, and all the rations that could be im- 
mediately provided.” Tellingly, despite having operated under Pillow for the 
past couple of days, Baldwin was technically under Buckner, who apparently 
still issued orders to him. Buckner’s other brigade commander, John Brown, 
had his men sufficiently prepared as well, while none of Pillow’s brigades 
moved to their positions carrying their equipment, blankets, or knapsacks. He 
apparently planned to return once the door was open and retrieve those items. 
It was a grave misunderstanding and a formula for disaster.” 

In fact, the whole plan was a potential disaster. It was certainly a gamble to 
mass everything on the far left for one colossal escape attempt. Fortunately, 
because of Grant’s growing lethargy, but perhaps even more so because of the 
gunboat defeat that day, the Federals had not taken advantage of any of the 
vulnerable holes in the Confederate lines. In fact, they had not even detected 
the large mass movement to the east. Lew Wallace later wrote, 


it seems incomprehensible that columns mixed of all arms, infantry, cavalry, 
and artillery, could have engaged in simultaneous movement, and not have been 
heard by some listener outside. One would think the jolting and rumble of the 


heavy gun-carriages would have told the story. But the character of the night 
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must be remembered. The pickets of the Federals were struggling for life against 


the blast, and probably did not keep good watch. 


Indeed, most Federals were simply trying to stay warm on this second in- 
clement night. Yet the danger of detection significantly increased with the 
dawn. If the timing went wrong in any way, or if Grant realized what was 
occurring and counterattacked on the weaker fronts on the Confederate right, 
the entire timetable and escape plan would be disrupted.” 

And as that dawn approached, the ability of the Confederate commanders 
to stay on that timetable was severely tested. 


{1 


“Not GENERALLY HAVING AN IDEA THAT 





A Bic FIGHT WAS ON HAND” 


“The morning of the 15th dawned clear and hopeful,’ John A. McClernand 
wrote later that month, “and both officers and men, unshaken by another night 
of intense suffering, stood to their arms, ready for the work of an eventful 
day.” McClernand may have been unshaken in his comparatively comfortable 
headquarters, but Illinoisan George Carrington wrote that the men “threw 
off our snow covered blankets while the chill wintry air penetrated our very 
bones.” And while the skies may have remained clear, hope for the end of 
the misery soon faded into grave concern for the general and many other 
Federals as the dawn indeed brought an eventful day, starting as always with 
the artillery and sharpshooters. One Iowan noted, “when a Rebel showed his 
head above them [fortifications], he was shot at by a dozen rifles at once.” 
It was not just small arms either. One Kentuckian wrote, “this morning I 
was aroused from my sweet slumbers by the bursting of those damned bomb 
shells.” 

Yet little did the Federals know that as day approached they were about to 
fight the battle for Fort Donelson. Because of the inclement conditions, most, 
like Grant, figured the Confederates would simply await the next Federal 
move. He had no qualms about delaying the proceedings to allow the men 
some respite and to await the return of a more powerful naval flotilla. That 
would take time, and in the mean time, the Union commanders had learned 
from the previous night, when they had kept nearly the entire army in the 
ranks throughout the darkness. With so little happening this night, numerous 
officers allowed their commands to retire behind the safety of the ridges and 
build fires during the night. That had helped to alleviate some of the bone- 
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chilling misery, but nothing could remedy all the concerns except daylight, 
to which the Federals longingly looked. They obviously did not know what 
that dawn would bring.’ 

Indeed, the previous night had been miserable for all involved. Colonel 
Joseph J. Woods of the 12th Iowa, like other commanders, allowed most of 
his regiment to retire behind the ridges, keeping only a couple of companies 
on the actual line. Despite the fires, Woods still noted that the men “passed 
an unpleasant night.’ Colonel Crafts J. Wright of the 13th Missouri noted, 
“the clothes of the men were drenched and frozen upon them. I sat upon a 
log wrapped in my blanket until 3 o’clock, when permission was given to go 
back half a mile and build fires to dry the men.” Lew Wallace also described 
his troops making fires behind the ridges but that “they laid down as best 
they could on beds of ice and snow, a strong, cold wind making the condition 
still more disagreeable.’ Even his horse, John, was miserable; the general 
had not had any water for John and thus staked him on a rope to let him get 
all the snow he could reach in a large circle. John met him the next morning 
and Wallace saw he had “lapped up all the snow in the circle of his tether, 
and that, not to speak of the appeal in his eyes, told me how he suffered for 
water.’ Others had to perform outright military duties despite their misery; 
Lieutenant Colonel T. E. G. Ransom of the 11th Illinois called his men into 
line in the night “when the firing became heavy.” They remained two hours 
before being allowed to go back to a safe area, but again and again they were 
called out, with only coffee distributed in the ranks to warm them. Others 
built small earthworks to shield the artillery batteries on McClernand’s front.’ 

The Confederates across the lines were not as fortunate as their Federal 
opponents. Those who remained stationary had to man their lines, including 
those in the river batteries who, Captain Culbertson wrote, had to “sleep by 
their guns ready for an attack.” Those on the move since around midnight, the 
five Confederate brigades that congregated on the left, were not able to build 
fires, nor were the replacements of Buckner’s division and the fort’s garrison 
allowed to gain any comfort. They were hungry as well, having had little to 
eat since Thursday. One noted that while there was plenty of food in camp and 
a means was even worked out to get food and water to the front lines, they 
“did not get much of either.’* 

While the Federals had no idea that a major attack was coming at dawn 
and settled into the long, bleak night, wishing for daylight and higher tem- 
peratures, the Confederates had a boost of adrenaline and activity that made 
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up for some of the chill. The Confederate troops stayed busy during the night, 
causing their exertion to remedy some of the cold that would have been even 
worse standing idle. Then too, the Confederates experienced an adrenaline 
rush realizing they were about to attack the enemy. One Mississippian de- 
scribed the feeling perfectly: L. J. Bailey of the 20th Mississippi wrote of how 
his regiment was called out of the trenches during the night and allowed to 
warm at a bonfire and prepare three days’ rations. Then they moved forward, 
but he noted, 


we Started back toward the ditches, not where we had left them, but more to the 
left, and went on over and into the timber, then out into an old field, where we 
were formed in line, and I noticed other lines just in our front. I could see men 
on horses riding down the lines and talking to the soldiers. Presently, our Major 
Brown came riding down our line, talking in a low tone to the boys, for we were 


near the enemy. I soon understood what was up. 


Thus as the first gray streaks of dawn began to emerge over the Confeder- 
ate brigades waiting in column on the road leading out of the defenses, they 
hoped by the end of the day to be rid of the trap that Fort Donelson had be- 
come. If all proved successful, they would break out and be free of the coiling 
Union constrictor that was continually wrapping itself around Fort Donelson 
and its garrison. 


Ulysses S. Grant was up before the break of day as well. With headquarters 
at the comparatively warmer Crisp House on the Federal left, he had been 
mulling over his options in the wake of the gunboat defeat the afternoon be- 
fore. He informed George Cullum at Cairo, “I fear the result of an attempt to 
carry the place by storm with raw troops.” Little else seemed possible than to 
hold what he had, wait for additional reinforcements, keep the Confederates 
hemmed in, and endure until the gunboats could be repaired and return. He 
was seconded in this thinking by Cullum in Cairo, who told him, “you can af- 
ford to have a little patience.” All the same, he had his staff out— particularly 
his trusted chief Joseph D. Webster— looking for areas to the right where he 
could extend his lines to the river and block Confederate waterborne move- 
ment. For himself, he planned to ride as early as possible to the river landing 
and confer with Foote, who could not make it inland because of his wounds.° 
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In all his planning, however, it never entered Grant’s mind that anyone else 
could dictate the tempo of operations. Grant later admitted as much: “when I 
left the National line to visit Flag-officer Foote I had no idea that there would 
be any engagement on land unless I brought it on myself.” While historians 
and certainly later Americans tend to view Grant as the warrior at his peak 
at Vicksburg or in Virginia in 1863 or 1864, this was the Grant of February 
1862, less than a year away from his father’s dry goods store in Galena. Cer- 
tainly Grant grew as a commander over time, and one of the most important 
ways he matured was in quelling the overconfidence that he displayed often 
in the early stages of the war. While his bulldog mentality and refusal to be 
turned away likely were inbred in his personality, so apparently was his great 
confidence, so much so that it caused him to blindly view operations as of 
his own making, rarely factoring in early in the war that the enemy could 
act independently from what he wanted them to do or what he thought they 
would do.’ 

Clear examples abound indicating that Grant, early on, had a real prob- 
lem with overconfidence. When he routed the Confederates at Belmont, he 
seemed to disregard any chance of a counterattack, which occurred, and it 
almost cost him the battle and his life. Obviously, the prime example came 
a couple of months later when he just could not fathom that the Confederate 
army at Corinth would march out of their entrenchments and attack him on 
open ground at his campground around Shiloh Church and Pittsburg Landing. 
He certainly found out then that the enemy could do unexpected things, but in 
each case his dogged determination not to give up saved the day. Fortunately 
for him, he learned as he went.® 

A large part of that growth process occurred at Fort Donelson on February 
15. Grant had convinced himself that the Confederates would not or even 
could not act offensively, or perhaps it just never even crossed his mind that 
they would or could. In his mind, the fighting would only restart when he 
decided it would, and until then both sides would simply watch each other 
and wait. How wrong he was; he was caught in a most compromising position 
when the Confederates did act.’ 

Grant was indeed up early that morning, even sending Halleck a message 
that everything was going well despite the gunboat setback. He also received 
a message from Foote about 2:00 AM asking that he come to the gunboats and 
meet with him because of his foot wound. Seeing no chance of fighting he 
did not bring on himself, Grant set out for the landing four or five miles to the 
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north, even as the Confederate brigades were massing on the other end of the 
Union line. Significantly, Grant issued orders for his division commanders to 
stay where they were until he returned, not bringing on an engagement. The 
fact that he issued only orders to quell an offensive move is telling about his 
mindset. And that he met regiments such as the 20th Ohio moving to the field 
from the landing could only have confirmed his feeling of security." 

Grant found the path toward the river very difficult; the frozen roads “made 
travel on horseback even slower than through the mud,” he later wrote. The 
meager roads had been churned into quagmires by the reinforcements trudg- 
ing to the battle lines, and the frigid night had frozen those ruts and holes into 
almost nonnegotiable terrain for his horse. He nonetheless made his way as 
best he could to the river, where a small boat waited to carry him out to the 
gunboat and Foote. The two officers conferred, Foote telling Grant he would 
need ten days for repairs and to get a more powerful flotilla back to attack 
Fort Donelson. He also told Grant he was departing for Cairo that morning, 
leaving Commander Benjamin M. Dove in charge of the remaining flotilla at 
Fort Donelson. Grant’s heart must have sunk at news of the long delay, but 
that was nothing compared to the news that awaited him as his small boat 
landed on the riverbank for his return trip about 9:00 AM. One of his staff of- 
ficers, William S. Hillyer, was there, Grant remembered, “white with fear not 
for his personal safety, but for the safety of the National troops.” The news 
was indeed frightening: the Confederates had attacked!" 


Gideon Pillow had indeed launched his attack, which was fairly simple on 
paper but very difficult to actually accomplish. One Texan in line labeled it 
‘an indiscreet though a bold movement, as we did not know the force of the 
enemy or the number and locality of his batteries.” Indeed, the chances of any 
operation going totally according to plan, much less this one in the dead of 
winter and its attending inclement weather, were miniscule, as illustrated by 
the old military adage that “no plan survives initial contact.” In this case, the 
Confederate plan hardly even survived the march to get into position, much 
less contact. When that contact came, it certainly went off schedule, causing 
massive delay in the Confederate attempt to break out of Fort Donelson." 
The problems began even before dawn. Intended to be launched at day- 
light, the attack was delayed half an hour because of Davidson’s brigade 
not being in line at the proper time. The problems in Davidson’s brigade 
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were quickly fixed, with Colonel John M. Simonton taking command, but the 
delay in arrival necessitated a delay in launching the attack. Consequently, 
the Confederate brigades did not advance until well after daylight, around 
6:00 AM.” 

Yet Pillow still amazingly had the element of surprise, because the Con- 
federates had not given away their intention and were actually still within the 
Confederate defenses. When the brigades began to file by the right flank out 
the Old Charlotte Road to the east and then turn northward, forming columns 
at a right angle to the entrenchments, that element of surprise quickly faded, 
however. Federal cavalry commands were exactly where the Confederate bri- 
gades intended to form, and, even worse, an entire Union brigade was atop 
Dudley’s Hill, the key terrain feature on the Union right. John McArthur had 
led his brigade of three Illinois regiments (detached from Smith’s division) 
eastward the night before and had taken a position on the high ground around 
the hill. Unknown to him, of course, that was exactly the area in which the 
Confederate brigades planned to form and assault. Ironically, McArthur’s 
presence was also unknown to the Confederates. It seems both sides received 
a shock when daylight finally appeared.'* 

Once daybreak literally shed light on the surroundings, all could get a 
glimpse of what kind of terrain they would be fighting on, the fresh snow 
adding to the ability to see almost every nook and cranny of the ground. Es- 
sentially, the Confederates would be ascending the gradual but narrow slope 
of Dudley’s Hill, the ridge initiating the high ground on which the Wynn 
Ferry Road ran to the west. The Federals had deployed on this ridge, plac- 
ing their artillery on the high ground and sheltering some of their infantry 
behind it. The ridge was narrow, falling off abruptly to either side in a series 
of valleys that fed the defining watersheds. Just to the north of the ridge and 
Dudley’s Hill was Barn Hollow, which flowed from the high ground on which 
the Wynn Ferry and Forge roads met. The Confederate outer works ran di- 
rectly on the north or opposite side of Barn Hollow. Directly to the south of 
the high ground, the steep slopes of Lick Creek first defined Dudley’s Hill, 
and its tributary Bufford Hollow paralleled Barn Hollow, although at a longer 
length and leading all the way to the ridge that separated that watershed from 
Indian Creek. Thus, the narrow ridge between Lick and Bufford creeks on 
the south and the succession of Indian Creek, Erin Hollow, and Barn Hol- 
low on the north created only a small space in which the Confederates could 
deploy and roll up the Union battle line. The plan was to march out the Old 
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Charlotte Road to the base of Dudley’s Hill, where the long ridge fell into the 
bottomland at the confluence of Barn Hollow and Lick Creek, turn right on a 
“narrow and obstructed by-road,” and ascend the hill, rolling up the Federal 
flank in the process." 

Colonel William E. Baldwin commanded the lead Confederate brigade, 
consisting of the 20th and 26th Mississippi and the 26th Tennessee. It was 
not the full brigade, as portions had been left back with Buckner, and indeed 
the 20th Mississippi was nominally a part of the Virginia contingent but was 
assigned to Baldwin this day. Baldwin was ready to go at the appointed time, 
writing that “precisely at 4.10 on the morning of Saturday, the 15th, General 
Pillow arrived on the ground, and found my three regiments, which were to 
constitute the advance, formed and ready to march.” Yet it was 6:00 AM be- 
fore Baldwin actually led the five brigades out of the Confederate defenses 
toward the rising ground of Dudley’s Hill. Baldwin reported he marched “by 
the right flank in a narrow and obstructed by-road.” The entire force moved 
in column on the road as best it could, preceded by one company of the 26th 
Mississippi as skirmishers.’° 

Because of the Federals’ presence on Dudley’s Hill, Baldwin could not 
ascend the slope before he met resistance, the initial shots coming from the 
Union cavalry in the area. The troopers soon fell back to a reserve position, 
where, according to McClernand, they “were posted in positions favorable 
for the pursuit of the enemy if the fate of the day should justify it.” They took 
little part thereafter, one 4th Illinois trooper writing, “we once dismounted 
and ran up the hill to help them, but were too late.” With the cavalry gone, 
McArthur’s [llinoisans soon took up the fight, one Confederate writing that 
“by the time we had gained 300 yards we were under a brisk fire, which came 
from a hill in front covered with timber.” One 41st Illinois soldier agreed, 
writing, “at daylight Saturday morning while some of the boys were yet 
asleep, firing commenced on top of the hill where our pickets were posted, 
and in less than a minute the engagement became general.” He went on to say, 
“we briskly returned the fire of the enemy, who were advantageously posted 
behind the hill, while we were in the open field exposed to a heavy fire.” The 
[llinoisans managed to offer such resistance that Baldwin was unable to make 
much headway with only one company as skirmishers and the rest of the 
Confederate attacking force piling up behind him. If McArthur was surprised, 
Baldwin was just as surprised finding a Union brigade on the hill; it had not 
been there the night before. Showing his surprise, Baldwin reported that his 
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Mississippi company “was fired upon by what was supposed at first to be only 
the enemy’s pickets.” He quickly sent out another company of the 26th Mis- 
sissippi to reinforce the skirmishers, “but,” Baldwin noted, “both were soon 
driven back by a brisk and well-sustained fire, which indicated the presence 
of a considerable force.”'’ 

It was indeed a considerable force, McArthur’s three [Illinois regiments. 
But they were just as awed by the approaching spectacle as the Confederates 
were surprised that they were there. The shock was evident to R. H. McFad- 
den, who wrote home: “about daylight, we were aroused by the firing, of our 
pickets, and in about five minutes we were formed in line, but received a 
galling fire as we were forming.” With only three regiments, McArthur could 
not do much, but he placed the eight companies (the other two having been 
left in the rear for other work, one in Paducah in fact) of the 9th Illinois in line 
extending Oglesby’s brigade, facing north, with the 41st Illinois farther to the 
right and facing northeastward just under the crest of the main hill. McAr- 
thur also shifted the 12th Ilinois, which had been held in reserve the night 
before behind the brow of the hill, to the right to cover that flank behind the 
41st Illinois. Colonel Augustus L. Chetlain of the 12th Illinois was concerned 
about his green troops, this being their “ ‘maiden’ flight,’ as he described it. 
What he saw when he arrived farther to the right did not help his concern; 
Confederates were even then swarming in that direction near an open field, 
so Chetlain sent several companies even farther to the right to guard against 
a flank attack. Companies A and B moved out, but Captain J. Tyler Hale of 
Company B fell dead while posting his line. Company C also went out to sev- 
eral buildings in the area, also losing their captain, Robert V. Chesley, in the 
process, while a portion of Company D manned a fence near the field. It was 
unfortunately a small plug for a big hole. McArthur later wrote that his men 
“were surrounded by the enemy, who opened on us a heavy fire of musketry, 
at the same time outflanking us by one regiment on our right.’ 

Even worse for the Federals, more Confederates were on their way. The 
presence of such a force and the heavy Federal fire emanating from the hill 
convinced Baldwin to deploy his entire brigade. He sent the 26th Mississippi 
into line on the right of the road, but regrettably ordered them to do so “by 
company,’ which meant that each would leave the road and form succes- 
sively down the line to the right on the initial company at the road. “This 
method of forming line of battle was rendered advisable,” Baldwin reported, 
“by the particular features of the ground, which sloped gently to the right, 
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thickly covered with timber.” A large field of several hundred acres to the left 
of the road also factored in, because if the regiment had deployed into line on 
its center company on the road, the left would have been exposed in the field 
to the heavy Union fire.' 

Unfortunately for Baldwin, his deploying maneuver caused major confu- 
sion among the green Mississippians. Baldwin reported that the regiment 
“was three times thrown into confusion by the close and rapid fire of the 
enemy, taking the men in flank, and three times were they rallied, finishing 
the movement some 50 yards to the rear and a little to the right of the exact 
point where their line should have been placed.” He decided, “any other than 
forward movements are extremely dangerous with volunteers.” Despite the 
confusion, Baldwin then brought the next regiment into line, placing five 
companies of the 26th Tennessee between the Mississippians on the right and 
the field and fence on the left. The other five companies were held in reserve 
in the road, basically in the center at what Baldwin called the “center and 
pivot point of operations.””° 

As Baldwin slowly deployed, John McClernand, though lacking any mili- 
tary academy education, could see what was happening and that it was not 
good. As he later described it, there were “large masses of the enemy, rushing 
towards my right.” As more and more Confederates deployed and entered 
the fighting, in fact, they began to take more than just McArthur’s brigade in 
the flank. By around 7:00 Am, the 41st Illinois had shifted until it faced more 
east than north, which left portions of Oglesby’s brigade uncovered. There, 
the 8th and 18th Illinois dispensed with their meager breakfasts and coffee 
and formed a line on Lieutenant Colonel Frank L. Rhoads’s orders to “hold 
the height of the ridge, and not to yield an inch.” One Ilinoisan admitted that 
“as there had been as much of that [firing in the previous days] we were not 
disturbed,” but the [llinoisans soon found out this was for real and quickly 
formed up on McArthur’s left. An [llinoisan remembered his feelings that 
cold morning: 


I remember that when I first caught sight of the crowd, with their slouch hats 
and shaggy beards, coming over the ridge en masse, loading and firing, something 
like the advance of a skirmish-line, that my fingers were so numb and useless from 
cold, and that I was so chilled and nervous from cold and excitement together, that 
I thought I never would get a cap on my gun-tube, as every one I would take 


from my cap-box would slip through my fingers and drop in the deep snow. 
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While tempted to turn those regiments to the right and battle the oncoming 
enemy, McClernand and Oglesby had to be concerned about their front fac- 
ing north as well. By this time numerous Confederate batteries had opened 
up on the Federals across Barn Hollow and infantry could be clearly seen, no 
doubt preparing to make an attack from that direction. With Confederates on 
their front and flank, the Union right was getting into a major predicament.’’ 


By 7:00 AM, other Confederate commanders were also on the front, help- 
ing move forward the stacked-up brigades in the rear but in the process also 
confusing the chaotic situation even more. Primarily, Gideon Pillow rode 
forward in response to a message from Baldwin that “the enemy was before 
us in force,” and he quickly took stock of the problems. Pillow later noted, 
“the enemy was prepared to receive me in advance of his encampment, and 
he did receive me before I had assumed a line of battle in which and while 
I was moving against him without any formation for the engagement.” The 
usually vain Pillow admitted, “for the first half hour of the engagement I was 
much embarrassed in getting the command in position properly to engage the 
enemy. 

Once on the ground, Pillow went to work to rectify the situation. One of 
the first things he did was to send Baldwin’s third regiment forward on the 
left. Evidently not knowing of the large field there, Pillow sent Major Wil- 
liam N. Brown and his 20th Mississippi to form on the 26th Tennessee’s left, 
which placed them squarely in the field. Brown recalled that the enemy “com- 
menced firing upon us soon after the order to advance, and by the time we had 
gained 300 yards we were under a brisk fire, which came from a hill in front 
covered with timber.” That is where the 41st Illinois was, one of its members 
writing, “we engaged them freely, pouring in such a fire that they retreated 
back over a field.” That brisk fire continued as the Mississippians fell back 
across the field, and the problems were compounded when Pillow ordered 
the regiment to wheel to the right, which exposed their left flank farther out 
in the field. Brown noted that such a move “subjected us to a cross-fire, and 
very much exposed us to the enemy on both sides, under cover of the woods.” 
Brown sent a messenger to Pillow to have the order revoked, which he did, 
but not before numerous Mississippians in the left wing of the regiment went 
down. In fact, the recall order was not heard on the left, where the companies 
were in heated combat with the Illinoisans, and their withdrawal was thus 
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delayed. Even some of the injured refused to budge, a wounded Lieutenant 
O.R. Eastland barking at his men, “never mind me, boys; fight on! fight on!” 
Many did, one member of the regiment relating later, “here I kill[ed] my first 
Yankee.” 

The Mississippians eventually retired into the woods east of the field, but 
Pillow soon brought more of his brigades forward to create a heavier line of 
battle. The two small Virginia brigades under Colonel Gabriel C. Wharton 
and Colonel John McCausland moved forward, Wharton’s 51st and 56th Vir- 
ginia taking a position in the field to the left of Baldwin’s brigade. The 20th 
Mississippi had just been in that fire-swept field and had retired. Now, the 
Virginians had the same experience. Baldwin noted that the Virginians “twice 
endeavored to gain ground forward to a point where their fire could be effec- 
tive, but were unable to stand the destructive effect of the Minie balls.” The 
20th Mississippi apparently used the Virginia diversion to their own good and 
reentered the field farther down the line to the south to face the 12th Illinois, 
taking a position “slightly covered by an irregularity of the ground,” Baldwin 
noted. Next in line came the two regiments of McCausland’s brigade, the 36th 
and 50th Virginia, which were held in reserve on the road behind Baldwin’s 
troops.”* 

The 56th Virginia’s Presbyterian minister, Dabney Carr Harrison, fell in 
the midst of the fighting. He had read to his men from the Psalms just a day 
or two before, and one Confederate now described the events as “a strange 
dispensation of the Almighty.” In the thick of the fighting, Harrison took 
three balls through his cap and another hit his temple but did not stop him. 
He continued on, leading his men, when a shot through the lung felled him 
for good.” 

With more troops funneling into the field on the left of the road, Pillow 
also sent more troops to Baldwin’s right. The next brigade in line was Simon- 
ton’s, and after “filing around the base of the hill upon which the enemy were 
drawn up,” as well as experiencing confusion in the 3rd Mississippi as to 
how to deploy, Simonton positioned the 3rd Mississippi to Baldwin’s right, 
followed by the 8th Kentucky, the Ist Mississippi, and the sick-decimated 
7th Texas. The latter included future Confederate generals John Gregg and 
Hiram Granbury and sloped down the hill to the right toward the bottom of 
Barn Hollow. Bushrod Johnson noted this was “about half way up the hill 
occupied by the enemy,” and the brigade soon began to feel the effects of the 
Federal fire. In fact, the right regiment of Texans was actually “thrown back 
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perpendicular to our line, to prevent the enemy’s taking advantage of the 
cover afforded by the slope of the ground to turn our right.” They remained 
there just across the small hollow from Graves’s battery in its new position. 
The other flank of the brigade was similarly a mess, with a portion of the 3rd 
Mississippi cut off and winding up on the far left, south of Baldwin’s troops, 
where they took a position along the fence at the large field. One Mississip- 
pian distinctly remembered the “ball[s] cutting the fence rails and wounding 
some of our men.” While under heavy fire, especially during the confusion 
among the Mississippians that caused the Kentuckians to endure a grueling 
volley, most of the other regiments sustained little loss due to “the balls pass- 
ing over us,” Simonton related.” 

The final brigade in line, Joseph Drake’s, moved out to the far left Confed- 
erate flank under the careful eye of Bushrod Johnson. The four regiments had 
the farthest to travel, Johnson elaborating on some of the concern: “in pass- 
ing from the left towards the right of our trenches, as did our line of battle, 
our left had to traverse a much larger circle than our right, and as our right 
moved near the trenches our left was the only wing liable to be outflanked. I 
therefore found ample occupation in pressing forward the left wing, keeping 
a regular, well-directed line, and in guarding the left flank.” To this brigade 
was joined at least a portion of the 3rd Mississippi cut off from Simonton’s 
brigade, and Johnson simply pushed them forward as well, ordering them to 
fix bayonets and advance. Even though on the extreme left, the brigade took 
some fire. Timothy McNamara of the 4th Mississippi described how they 
were “greatly annoyed by a fire from some old houses,” which came from 
the companies Colonel Chetlain of the 12th Illinois had sent to the buildings. 
Fortunately, also on the left flank was Forrest’s cavalry, he noting “the first 
gun from the enemy killing a horse in my regiment.” Forrest kept his cavalry 
on the far left but found “the undergrowth was so thick that I could scarcely 
press my horses through it.” Later, Forrest admitted that he attempted to at- 
tack the enemy flank using the open field “but found the ground a marsh and 
we were unable to pass it.” He did provide good work, however, in parading 
in front of the enemy and keeping them pinned down and hence unable to turn 
Pillow’s left.?’ 

Despite the chaos in the Confederate ranks, the weight of their numbers 
soon told and McArthur’s line began to bend. The Mississippians of both 
Drake’s brigade and the 3rd Mississippi felt a major sense of accomplishment 
at taking the small two-story house occupied by some of the 12th Illinois. The 
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troops quickly entered, seeking to stop any more resistance from it but find- 
ing only a wounded Illinoisan. One Mississippian noted that he had “his back 
mangled or broken” and was soon carried to the rear, where unfortunately 
he was “openly abused by Southern civilization.” The Mississippians also 
searched the upper story but again found no one there. They did scare one 
more Federal from a thicket, and when he tried to run back to his own lines, 
“two quick shots brought him to the ground.” 

Despite taking the buildings, the Confederates made little forward head- 
way. Their concern for both flanks was obvious, even to the point of refusing 
the line on the right, and that was not altogether inappropriate. One Kentuck- 
ian of Simonton’s brigade was not ashamed to tout his state’s ability on one 
of those flanks, writing, “dispair seemed to be knit upon every brow to such 
a degree that any other people except Kentuckians and Texans would have 
given away before the enormous number which they had to contend with.” 
And despite Confederate artillery opening up from the trenches to the north, 
there was a distinct possibility that the enemy could try to counterattack, and 
in fact that actually happened. Numerous reports bore this out, with Bushrod 
Johnson writing that Simonton was “being heavily pressed by the enemy.” 
McCausland reported the enemy “advancing just in front of the Thirty-Sixth 
Virginia Regiment.” Others stated that the enemy advanced as well. Indeed, 
the 41st Illinois’s colonel Isaac C. Pugh had ordered an assault.” 

The 41st Illinois had taken its position near the Forge Road, just under 
the brow of Dudley’s Hill and facing the open field. It was in this position 
that they caused much of the damage in the Mississippi ranks. One Illinoisan 
remembered, “not succeeding in drawing the enemy up on top of the hill, we 
were ordered to advance up the hill and formed in line, exposed to a heavy 
fire from the centre, and also from the right where the rebels [were] con- 
cealed in the timber.” The regiment steadily advanced up the hill toward the 
Confederate line, hitting it roughly at the junction of Baldwin’s and Simon- 
ton’s brigades. Seeing his men beginning to waver from the vicious assault, 
Simonton sent an aide to fetch reinforcements, and Pillow moved a regiment 
from McCausland’s brigade, then in reserve behind Baldwin. Colonel Mc- 
Causland with the 36th Virginia “at once moved up to his support,” with 
Simonton’s aide, Lieutenant R. B. Ryan, leading the Virginians along the 
crest of Dudley’s Hill back to his brigade at the junction of its left and Bald- 
win’s right. There, Ryan “suggested to the major to form and bring his men 
into action so as to take the enemy, that was pressing us so hard, in the flank.” 
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Although Pugh later claimed that his assault drove the enemy clear back into 
the trenches half a mile away, it was not that successful and he soon realized 
“this movement (the charge) had not been general on the part of our troops.” 
Now, his regiment was alone forward of the line. Worse, Pugh related that 
“the enemy returned with renewed force and recommenced the conflict.” It 
was the Virginians, who hit Pugh’s Ilinoisans in the right flank. Even in the 
midst of being taken in the flank, however, Pugh was somehow able to steady 
the line while the Illinoisans fell back down the hill, one noting that the en- 
emy “fired into us, in front, on the right and left.”*° 

All the while, the 9th and 12th Illinois were battling on their own fronts. 
Chetlain of the 12th Illinois described how the enemy “in large numbers was 
trying to force in the right of our line.” In the process, they lost the houses. 
Colonel August Mersy of the 9th Illinois had his own problems, his right be- 
ing engaged the most. Making the situation worse, after some two and a half 
hours Mersy’s men were beginning to run out of ammunition, although some 
of it was apparently wasted; Confederates reported their firing as “generally 
overshooting, while ours were constantly warned to aim low.’””*! 

And as fate would have it, Pillow restarted his advance at that critical mo- 
ment. After repelling the foray by the 41st Illinois, Pillow and his command- 
ers once again began to move forward themselves. He admitted, “we fought 
him for nearly two hours before I made any decided advance upon him. He 
contested the field most stubbornly.” Baldwin echoed those thoughts, writing, 
“our line advanced some 50 or 100 yards up the slope and remained stationary 
for more than an hour, the position of the enemy being so well chosen and 
covered that it seemed impossible to gain an inch of ground.” Brigade com- 
mander Simonton agreed: “for one long hour this point was hotly contested 
by the enemy.” He added mistakenly that the brigade nevertheless “marched 
up the hill, loading and firing as they moved, gaining inch by inch on an 
enemy at least four times their number.” Casualties were mounting too, Lieu- 
tenant R. B. Ryan of Simonton’s staff relating, “in some places it seemed as 
if a whole rank fell at a time.” Officers also went down, including the colonel 
of the 26th Tennessee, John M. Lillard, as well as the 7th Texas’s lieutenant 
colonel, J. M. Clough. Clough had had an earlier near miss two days before 
when a shell “sung through his whiskers,” one Texan remembered. Now he 
was not so fortunate. Others were individually easy targets, such as Captain 
D. H. Spence on Baldwin’s staff, who “was severely wounded in the head 
while gallantly exposing himself on the top of a fence and urging Tennesseans 
onward.” 
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Despite such casualties and more than two hours of chaos on the northern 
slopes of Dudley’s Hill, Pillow and Baldwin ultimately succeeded. Baldwin 
reported that he spied “a regiment or more” farther to the left, in actuality 
Drake’s brigade, and sent word for help. The brigade was in an area where the 
small declivity his men were using as protection ran into Lick Creek. Baldwin 
asked Drake to “throw forward his left and advance up the hollow in a direc- 
tion nearly parallel to our line of battle, and attack the enemy’s right flank.” 
Drake did so, hitting the right companies of the 12th Illinois and driving them 
back. At the same time, Baldwin and Pillow ordered a surge by the remain- 
ing brigades, all “throwing forward their left wings, [and] we succeeded in 
executing a change of front to the right, turning the right of the enemy and 
driving him at once from his opposition.” Augustus Chetlain in the 12th I- 
linois agreed: “the fire of the enemy at my right became heavy and very de- 
structive.” He reported that “at the end of twenty to twenty-six minutes,” his 
forward companies were routed and the 41st Illinois next in line to the left 
had retreated from their counterattack, their right passing directly through the 
12th Illinois. Chetlain thus ordered his prone men to fall back as well. With 
the break of the 41st [linois and 12th Illinois farther to the right, McArthur 
had little hope left for this line. One 12th Illinois soldier wrote of the brigade 
commander’s disgust at the 41st Illinois, whose Colonel Pugh was already in 
trouble, having had numerous charges of neglect brought on him at Paducah: 
“Col. McArthur was very mad. Very angry. He said it was because of their 
cowardly officers.” Even so, the Illinoisans fell back all across the board. 
McArthur insisted, “I deemed it my duty to give the order to retire.” The 
Virginia regiments of McCausland’s brigade, Bushrod Johnson noted, then 
“planted its colors on the top of the hill.”*° 

Also lost near the top of Dudley’s Hill were the two Union guns of Welk- 
er’s Missouri battery, McClernand describing “two 10-pounder Parrott guns, 
on the extreme right.” Apparently they never entered action, McClernand 
writing that McArthur’s infantry was “unsupported by their artillery, which 
had not been brought into action for want of opportunity.” The Confederates 
described capturing the two guns, Baldwin relating that they were pointing 
toward the Confederate trenches and were “seized before they could be turned 
upon us or taken from the field.” Bushrod Johnson gave the credit for captur- 
ing the two pieces to the decimated 8th Kentucky of Simonton’s brigade.” 

As aresult of the Confederate surge and flanking movements, McArthur’s 
[llinoisans were by 9:00 Am in full retreat to the west. In the midst of the 
retiring [llinoisans of McArthur’s brigade was John Kerr of the 41st Illinois. 
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He had been upset at missing the march toward Fort Heiman on February 6 
because he was with the baggage. He wrote his wife, “I have resolved that 
after this ... I will not serve on detached duty for the Regt any more.” Now 
that he and his regiment were bearing the brunt of Pillow’s attack, he changed 
his tune, next writing his wife, “I wish and pray God that I may never [again] 
have the painfull nesisity of witnessing such a hard fought battle.” Another 
admitted, “possibly some of us wondered why we had been so anxious to 
leave home and mother.””» 

Despite the personal feelings, it was in the larger context a notable Con- 
federate success, Baldwin himself writing that “up to this time our condition 
was one of extreme peril.” There was, he declared, even a chance of “being 
thrown back in confusion into our trenches.” Jeremy Gilmer similarly wrote, 
“for some time the result of the day appeared doubtful and but little advantage 
was gained.” Nevertheless, the Southern regiments, despite already running 
low on ammunition, swarmed up and over Dudley’s Hill, Simonton writing 
that “the enemy’s lines gave way, and the rattle of musketry was drowned by 
the shouts of victory that rose along the lines of men conscious of superiority 
and right.”°° 

Gideon Pillow could indeed claim initial success, despite it taking five 
brigades three hours to dislodge three Union regiments. Obviously, terrain 
played a key role in the Federal defense, but Pillow was not yet able to de- 
clare full victory. He had indeed driven away the right of the Federal army, 
and perhaps more importantly he had affected a lodgment on the high ridge 
on which the Wynn Ferry Road ran to the west, Dudley’s Hill being the high- 
est point on the ridge. Even so, Pillow was still well short of his goal, that 
of acquiring the Forge Road. It still lay to the west, crossing the Wynn Ferry 
Road on Oglesby’s front. The Confederate brigades would have to take that 
key thoroughfare if they were to have any chance of escape. Unfortunately 
for Pillow, several more Union brigades waited on the Forge Road ridge.*’ 

The Confederate line consequently surged onward toward this new enemy 
position, one Mississippian near the left writing, “we formed a good line as 
we advanced.” The heavy forest caused a vast reduction in sight lines, “but 
we knew the enemy was close.” He went on to describe: “we found the enemy 
had taken their [next] stand but a few hundred yds from where they first were. 
They had thrown their extreme right wing farther south which caused us to 
change our front slightly. We moved up a hollow and a heavy engagement 
soon commenced, whereas that before was only heavy skirmishing.”** 
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O; the nine principles of war touted as keys to winning battles, campaigns, 
or wars, surprise is perhaps the most obvious. It can also be one of the most 
complicated. As with many other battles, there is room for debate about the 
level of surprise achieved by the Confederates at Fort Donelson and how ef- 
fective it really was.’ 

Fort Donelson does not stand out as a primary example of surprise during 
the Civil War. Normally, Shiloh and Chancellorsville gain that distinction. 
One historian has even proclaimed Shiloh as “the Pearl Harbor of the Civil 
War.” Unlike Pearl Harbor in 1941, however, the Civil War battles did not 
rise to that level of surprise, when bombs started dropping with no indication 
that a major enemy force was even remotely close. In all three cases in the 
Civil War, Fort Donelson included, both sides were already in contact and 
knew the enemy was at least within striking distance. At Chancellorsville, for 
example, Joseph Hooker’s Army of the Potomac had been battling Robert E. 
Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia but was not expecting Stonewall Jackson’s 
flank march, which ultimately surprised the Union right. Similarly at Shiloh, 
Federal forces under Grant had been in contact with lead elements of the 
Confederate army, but they were not expecting a vicious, all-out attack. At 
Fort Donelson, certainly the armies had previously been engaged, but Federal 
officers believed they alone held the initiative (another principle of war) and 
could dictate when and where the fighting occurred. As a result, they were 
surprised when the Confederates took the initiative and attacked the open 
right flank.” 

It is in the levels of surprise that Civil War battles differ. At Chancellors- 
ville, the Confederate attack came so suddenly that there was no time for 
the initial attacked regiments to form lines of battle or prepare for action. At 
Shiloh, on the other hand, the Confederate attack began far out in front of the 
Union camps, allowing the entire Union army to form their lines and meet 
the enemy prepared, most of the time firing the first volleys. Tactical factors 
obviously made a difference, with a well-timed patrol causing the forward 
fighting at Shiloh that alerted the rest of the Union army. In fact, even at 
Chancellorsville, the fighting on the far Union right alerted units farther down 
the line to the east that the battle was raging, allowing them time to prepare 
for action.*! 

So it was at Fort Donelson. The initial Confederate attack fell on a small, 
almost detached Union brigade that held its position for nearly three hours, 
thus allowing the rest of the Union army time to realize what was happening 
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and to respond. Report after report indicates that the Federals were able to 
form their lines in response to the fighting farther to the east, and even McAr- 
thur’s regiments had ample time to form their lines because of the skirmishers 
giving fair warning, which was exactly what they were intended to do. So, 
while definitely a surprise in the sense that the Federals did not expect the 
Confederates to assault that day, the actual surprise fell only on a minuscule 
portion of the Federal army, and these regiments held long enough to allow 
the rest of the brigades to react. It may well be noted, too, that the Confed- 
erates were also surprised that morning when they discovered McArthur’s 
Union brigade in the exact spot where they planned to deploy and launch 
their attack.” 

Accordingly, both sides faced a surprise that morning, although more so 
the Federals than the Confederates. Still, McArthur’s troops recovered well 
and held for a time. In fact, McArthur’s little band of three [Illinois regiments 
held the critical Union right flank for nearly three hours. The Confederate at- 
tempt to break out of Fort Donelson was far from reality. 


12 


“THE WHOLE LINE JUST SEEMED TO 





MELT AWAY AND SCATTER” 


John A. McClernand could tell something was amiss by the sounds and then 
sights of Confederates to his right. “At early dawn this morning,” the general 
wrote, “he [the enemy] was discovered rapidly moving in large masses to my 
extreme right.”’” Even worse, McArthur was falling “back before the pressure 
of overpowering numbers.” Logic told the Illinoisan that he was next, but 
he was going to put everything he had into a defense of the important Forge 
Road.’ 

Indeed, with McArthur withdrawing in disorder, McClernand’s Illinois 
regiments were now the extreme right of the Union army. He had always 
acted the part, because even though McArthur was technically from Smith’s 
division, he had been detached and put in McClernand’s sector and under his 
command. With McArthur’s retreat, McClernand’s original units now had to 
defend against Confederates to the front and flank. Thus, the [linoisans in the 
division set to work. Because there were so many Illinois regiments in both 
McArthur’s brigade and McClernand’s division, one Ohioan actually dubbed 
the fighting as “largely an Illinois affair.” 

A new phase in the February 15 action accordingly began, one that would 
see the fighting expand from just an attack on the Union right to one in- 
volving most of both armies. For the Federals that meant bringing up rein- 
forcements from the next division in line to the west, Lew Wallace’s. For the 
Confederates, it meant Buckner’s brigades still situated in the trenches north 
of McClernand’s lines would also become engaged. The fighting therefore 
expanded to include much larger numbers, which unfortunately meant pro- 
ducing much higher casualties. 
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It would take time to get those other divisions involved, however. Gideon 
Pillow later wrote, “while my command was slowly advancing and driving 
back the enemy, I was anxiously expecting to hear General Buckner’s com- 
mand open fire in his rear, which, not taking place, I was apprehensive of 
some misapprehension of orders.” While Pillow was perhaps too hard on 
Buckner, he nevertheless felt the need to leave his command and ride back 
into the trenches with engineer Gilmer to find Buckner and see what was 
delaying him. As Pillow described it, he “came from the field of battle within 
the work to ascertain what was the matter.” Pillow and Buckner talked and 
soon Buckner’s Confederates were in the fight.’ 

A similar delay occurred on the Union side. Realizing around 8:00 AM 
that he was in deep trouble, McClernand sent off a staff officer, Major Mason 
Brayman, to Lew Wallace for support. Such a request caught Wallace in a 
predicament, because he had just received Grant’s earlier order not to act of- 
fensively while he was gone. Wallace could hear “the sound of battle raging 
on the extreme right, supposed at first to be General McClernand attacking.” 
Wallace thus sent an orderly to Grant’s headquarters for clarification and to 
state “the absolute necessity of prompt and efficient succor.” Of course Grant 
was not there, having gone to meet with Foote on the gunboat. Wallace later 
added that “the suspense became torturous,” and Brayman came rushing back 
a second time, indicating that “the enemy had turned his flanks, and were 
endangering his whole command.” Wallace decided that reinforcing McCler- 
nand was not offensive but was required to save the army. He therefore sent 
his right brigade under Charles Cruft eastward at about 8:30 AM to reinforce 
McClernand. Like Pillow, McClernand was later harsh on Wallace, writing 
even that Cruft took the responsibility for moving while Wallace was away, 
but Cruft made it plain that Wallace gave the order to reinforce the right. 
Moreover, Wallace was not the only one who hesitated. McClernand also sent 
Captain G. P. Edgar to C. F. Smith for support, but he also returned with the 
same response that Smith had been ordered not to go on the offensive. “Genl. 
S was under orders not to move,” McClernand wrote amid the battle in his 
memorandum book, “So Genl. W.’” 

It was a good thing that Wallace ultimately recanted his initial hesitation, 
because the Confederates were even then bearing down on McClernand’s 
right flank. Richard Oglesby’s brigade was in the crosshairs of the massive 
Confederate attack that was snowballing even as the minutes ticked by. 
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Richard J. Oglesby had a bright future ahead of him, including the gover- 
norship of Illinois, but first he would have to endure some terrifying days as a 
brigade commander under Ulysses S. Grant. One of the most harrowing days 
would come months later in the war when he would be dreadfully wounded 
and given up for dead. Another would be this day, February 15. With McAr- 
thur’s departure to his right, there was nothing between his brigade, strad- 
dling the all-important Forge Road, and the Confederate attack. He had to 
move fast to meet it as best as he could, but he had the confidence of his men. 
James Butterfield wrote home, “a braver and cooler man never went upon a 
battlefield.” Oglesby would indeed need to be calm and collected if he was 
going to defend the desired avenue of Confederate escape.’ 

Like everyone else, Oglesby had been taken aback when he heard the 
ruckus to his right earlier that morning. “The enemy dared to pass out of his 
trenches for the first time in a desperate effort to turn our right and escape 
into the country,” he wrote. One of his captains added, “we were aroused 
about daybreak by a rapid and heavy firing on our right and front.” The same 
sentiments continued on down the line; Dietrich Smith of the 8th Illinois 
wrote home that the fighting “commenced early in the morning before we had 
anything to drink or eat.” In response, Oglesby immediately put the brigade 
in line facing north on the south side of the ridge that faced the Confederate 
trenches, allowing his men to use it for cover. He also sent a few skirmishers 
across the crest of the ridge to watch for the enemy but then rode eventually 
over to McArthur’s position, where he saw the extent of the trouble. “From 
the large force of infantry and cavalry moving in front of their line,” he later 
wrote, “it was obvious the contest was to be upon our right.” Asking whose 
troops he was with, Oglesby learned that it was the 12th Illinois. “Excuse me, 
Colonel,” Oglesby added, “I believe I am out of my brigade.” He quickly rode 
back to his own troops and prepared as best he could for the worst. 

By that time, the Confederate attack was already engaging the rightmost 
units of his own brigade. Colonel Simonton had briefly halted his Confeder- 
ates after the fighting on the north slope of Dudley’s Hill: “the line of my 
brigade, in the charge over the hills and in passing through the enemy’s camp, 
having become somewhat broken, I ordered the commandant to halt and rec- 
tify their alignments, which was quickly done.” Then Simonton renewed his 
advance and the regiments, especially on the right where the 7th Texas and 
Ist Mississippi trudged forward through the slopes leading to Barn Hollow, 
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curled around McArthur’s position and engaged the right of Oglesby’s line at 
a distance. Artillery fire from the Confederate trenches across Barn Hollow 
was also falling thick and fast: “the enemy did not spare their grape and canis- 
ter,’ Oglesby wrote. The fighting quickly became more general as Confeder- 
ates of Simonton’s brigade continually moved toward the leftmost regiments 
of Oglesby’s brigade. Colonel John Gregg of the Texas regiment reported 
how “just before reaching the crest of the hill, their line, drawn up behind it, 
delivered fire, and a most galling one it was.” The 8th and 18th Illinois indeed 
opened up, too green to know to lie down, as did a section of Schwartz’s bat- 
tery under Lieutenant Gumbart, who was soon wounded and taken away to 
a hospital. Eventually, the fighting surged down Oglesby’s line as far as the 
29th Illinois as well, one Illinoisan describing the enemy in waves, “adopting 
a mode similar to that of street fighting, firing and falling back.’”’ 

Problems quickly emerged in the Federal brigade. Gaps developed in the 
Union line because of the undulating ground. There had been gaps in McAr- 
thur’s troops to the right, but even in Oglesby’s brigade, one [llinoisan re- 
ported, the men of the 8th [Illinois could not see their next flank regiment to 
the left. Another problem was a growing lack of ammunition. Daniel Brush 
of the 18th Illinois described how the regiment had left Fort Henry with forty 
rounds per man but they had used a good deal of that in skirmishing during 
the last two days. Brush and other officers paced the lines: “I ordered them to 
be very careful about wasting what they had, and to withhold their fire until 
sure of doing execution.” The Illinoisans did so, eventually lying down while 
loading and firing, which obviously prevented casualties. 

The fundamental problem quickly became clear, however. While Ogles- 
by’s line faced northward, the attack came from the right, or east. Captain 
Samuel B. Marks of the 18th Illinois next to McArthur’s men described how 
“they approached us diagonally, their line forming an angle of about 20 de- 
grees with ours.” Even worse, he described how “the enemy, so far as we 
were able to distinguish through the brush, appeared to approach in columns 
of six or eight files deep. ... So rapid was their firing, it was almost impos- 
sible to distinguish an interval.” 

Moving six or eight deep was of course the earlier staggered approach 
of the Confederates in column of regiments, and some of its effect was still 
felt even as the center of the Confederate line hit Oglesby’s right. Baldwin 
pushed his 26th Mississippi and 26th Tennessee forward in the center, and 
other units followed in the rear, including the 50th Virginia of McCausland’s 


“THE WHOLE LINE JUST SEEMED TO MELT AWAY” 287 


brigade and even the 36th Virginia, which had been sent to Baldwin’s right 
earlier at the approach of the 41st Illinois. The 20th Mississippi also went in 
and out of the line, being eventually detached from Baldwin. Farther to the 
left, Drake and his attached Mississippians likewise moved through the heavy 
growth, firing blindly to the front, “with very little direct aim,’ remembered 
one Mississippian.'° 

With McArthur gone and so many layers of Confederates approaching, 
Oglesby had to do something about his right flank. He sent a staff officer 
to find McClernand, telling him that “unless promptly supported the First 
Brigade must give way.” McClernand sent the messages off to Grant and 
Wallace pleading about the “absolute necessity of prompt and complete suc- 
cor,” but those returning from Grant’s headquarters merely assured that “my 
appeal would be communicated upon [his] .. . return.” Back in the thick of 
the fighting, Oglesby quickly decided he was on his own and turned his left- 
flank regiment, the 18th Illinois, to the right, refusing the line, and sending it 
farther in that direction. Oglesby filled the space between the 18th Illinois and 
the 8th Illinois by bringing up the 30th Illinois from its reserve position. The 
main line of the brigade then faced north on the ridge, with the line turning 
back southward (facing east) at the junction of the 8th and 30th Illinois. From 
there, the refused 30th and 18th Illinois held the critical right flank." 

Unfortunately for Oglesby, his careful plans were quickly shattered, mostly 
by a high attrition rate in the 18th Illinois, which was bearing the brunt of 
the Confederate fire. Officers gave commands to fire at the Confederate flag- 
bearers, and Daniel Brush commented, “it was but a short time until the dirty 
rags disappeared from our view.” The Confederates came on anyway. The 
fact that the regiment was running out of ammunition did not help, and lead- 
ership was becoming critical as well. Colonel Michael K. Lawler was soon 
wounded in the left forearm and removed from the field. That left a captain 
in command, Daniel Brush, whom a bleeding Lawler told to “do the best I 
could with the regt.” Brush did, meeting Oglesby, who ordered him to move 
the men to the right “for the purpose of extending our lines in that direction.” 
Brush was then wounded in the shift, a bullet going completely through his 
shoulder without hitting a bone. Captain Samuel B. Marks took over although 
Brush remained for some time, after which he “came to what I considered a 
reasonable conclusion . . . | was not dead.”’ However, while Brush was testing 
“my limbs to see if I was disabled—found I could move my hands & feet,” 
disaster was befalling the regiment as a whole. The final straw came as only 
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a portion of the regiment repositioned to the right. Brush had given the order 
on the right of the regiment, but the left had not heard them and did not move 
with the others. Marks reported, “the enemy poured in in such overwhelm- 
ing numbers and with such rapidity, that both wings were speedily flanked 
by them and almost surrounded.” Marks later reported that “further resis- 
tance seemed useless,” adding in understatement, “it was deemed prudent to 
retire. >" 

Other units were having problems as well even as Simonton’s Confederate 
brigade steadily approached the angle of the Union line while Baldwin and 
the Virginians moved toward the refused right. Schwartz’s battery was firing 
as fast as it could, losing at one point a gun because its trail was shot away. 
More ominously, the 30th Illinois was just coming into line when it met the 
massed Confederate attack as best it could. At the angle, the 8th Illinois was 
taking heavy casualties as well as running out of ammunition, gathering what 
they could from the dead and wounded. A Confederate battery also continu- 
ally fired into the flank, Lieutenant Colonel Frank L. Rhoads reporting that 
the enemy guns “never ceased to pour grape and canister into our ranks for 
three hours.” While being ordered to “hold the height of the ridge, and not 
to yield an inch,” Rhoads wondered how he would do that as his men were 
running out of ammunition. He sent word to Oglesby, who told him to hold 
until he could bring reinforcements to the front." 

Somewhat miraculously the 30th Illinois was able to stem the tide for a 
few minutes. “It was here that the hardest fighting that I ever saw was done,” 
wrote David Poak, “the rebels were not more than 60 yards from us pour- 
ing in a very deadly fire.”’ But how long they could last against the repeated 
Confederate surges was anybody’s guess, and Oglesby was already thinking 
ahead about what to do next if help did not arrive soon. “I was tempted to use 
the bayonet,” he later wrote, “but the risk of breaking my lines in an effort to 
go through the thick brush, when the result under the most favorable circum- 
stances could only be to drive them into their lines and expose my command 
to a raking fire of artillery and musketry upon emerging in broken files from 
the thick woods, determined me to hold my line to the last.” How long he 
could do that was questionable; Oglesby needed help, and he needed it now."* 

Fortunately for him, he soon saw fresh troops moving up the road. It was 
Cruft’s brigade of Wallace’s division, led by the 25th Kentucky “with flags 
flying,” one grateful Illinoisan noted. Help had arrived." 
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Reinforcements are almost never a bad thing, unless they appear in the midst 
of a disaster. That is exactly what happened as Cruft’s brigade moved toward 
the already shaky Union right flank around 10:00 am. Cruft commanded four 
regiments, two Indiana and two Kentucky, one time a part of Buell’s army un- 
til he transferred them to Grant in the midst of all the confusion surrounding 
the twin-rivers invasion. They had arrived by boat and were one of the two 
brigades of Lew Wallace’s brand new division. Despite enduring the discom- 
fort of the cold, one Kentuckian writing that “I was as hungry as a wolf and 
we all suffered terribly with cold during the night,” the regiments marched 
quickly, the 25th Kentucky in the lead. The brigade marched eastward past 
Will Wallace’s brigade now deployed in line. They also passed McClernand’s 
headquarters, where they saw the general and his staff, who admonished them 
to hurry at the double quick. Obviously, they were entering a crisis.'° 

More confusion developed as the brigade neared the fighting. Cruft re- 
ported that his orders to deploy behind Oglesby’s line were not heeded be- 
cause the 8th Illinois’s commander, Rhoads, quickly sent word for the lead 
regiment to replace his ammunitionless men. As a result, the brigade contin- 
ued on farther than intended, right into the chaos, one Indianan writing that 
the lead 25th Kentucky was “run almost into the enemy’s ranks.” Even worse, 
Cruft explained that “the guide sent with the head of the column here shame- 
fully abandoned it, not, however, until he had given Colonel Shackelford 
an improper instruction.” Colonel J. M. Shackelford of the 25th Kentucky 
reported that he was “in utter ignorance of the point at which I was needed 
and the position of the enemy.” Accordingly, the column, in Cruft’s words, 
“became suddenly engaged with a superior force of the enemy in front and 
to the right.” Cruft worked hard under the “continued volleys of the enemy’s 
musketry” to form the 25th Kentucky and the next regiment in line, the 31st 
Indiana." 

Unfortunately, Cruft’s arrival only made matters worse, even as the Con- 
federate surge neared the all-important Forge Road. As Oglesby was show- 
ing Colonel Shackelford of the 25th Kentucky where he wanted him and 
was instructing the 8th Illinois commander, Rhoads, to swap places with the 
Kentuckians, the left wing of the 25th Kentucky “from some unaccountable 
cause,” Oglesby wrote, opened fire, hitting those in front. In particular, the 
volley hit portions of the 8th and 29th Illinois as well as some of Schwartz’s 
cannoneers, and the effect was immediate. Both the 8th and the 29th Illinois 
broke as a result of the confusion, George Durfee of the 8th Illinois describing 
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how the men “were then ordered to fall back, and got confused and retreated 
in disorder.” Another [linoisan gave more detail, writing that the reinforce- 
ments “that came upon our rear mistook us for the enemy, gave us a volley 
and run. We were then uterly, completely and eternally disgusted and quit.” 
The nearby 30th Illinois also fell back in the confusion, and since most of the 
[llinoisans rushed through the ranks of the 25th Kentucky, that regiment also 
broke in two and fled to the rear. The 31st Indiana, next in line, sustained simi- 
lar problems, especially when the elderly Lieutenant Colonel John Osborn’s 
horse became unmanageable and he had to go afoot. One of the Indianans 
later wrote, “for a while I thought another Bull Run was to be inaugurated.” 
Fortunately, companies K, D, and B did good service in holding while the 
others reorganized and headed off to the right to secure that flank. Still, the 
bullets came fast, one Kentuckian noting, “I am certain that the missiles of 
death came through our columns thicker and faster than ever the raindrops 
descended from Heaven.” Perhaps most important in the grand scheme of 
things, the retreat left the Forge Road completely in Confederate hands.'® 
With such chaos brewing in his brigade, Oglesby had only one regiment 
still in line, Colonel John A. Logan’s 31st Illinois on the far left next to Wal- 
lace’s brigade. It was nevertheless a force within itself; Logan’s “eyes flashed 
like fire,” one [[linoisan remembered, and the colonel continually called to his 
men, “Give it to ’em.” In the midst of disaster, Oglesby quickly ordered Logan 
to refuse his right wing, “so as to form a crochet,” he reported, thus forming a 
ninety-degree angle with his left wing, thereby hoping to provide some stabil- 
ity on which the others could re-form. Logan did so with “highly expressive 
and forcible language” and despite receiving terrible wounds himself, one in 
the left shoulder, splinters from a bullet hitting his pistol, and a flesh wound 
in the thigh. All these injuries began inaccurate rumors back home that he 
had been killed, but his lieutenant colonel, John H. White, was indeed killed 
in the fighting. One of the famous “fighting McCooks” (a captain) was also 
wounded, and another brother, Latimer A. McCook, who was the regimental 
surgeon, took command. Fortunately for Oglesby’s ammunition-low soldiers, 
by this time “the fire of the enemy had materially slackened,” as he described 
it, although they could never really be sure when another attack might come. 
He noted that the enemy “sought refuge in the oak leaves, between which and 
their uniforms there was so strong a resemblance, our men were continually 
deceived by them.” All the same, any break was welcomed, and Oglesby 
turned his attention to forming the rest of Cruft’s regiments on Logan’s right, 
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facing the same direction as his refused right wing, eastward. McClernand 
later described the effect: ““my line was swung around like a gate on a pivot.”””” 

Cruft managed to place the remainder of his brigade in line beside the 
31st Illinois, particularly the 17th Kentucky and the 31st Indiana farther to 
the right. The 44th Indiana held a position a little to the left rear, behind the 
[llinoisans who were on the slope of the hill to the front. Facing east, the 
Indianans endured a heavy flanking artillery fire from the Confederate works 
to the north. They also then faced a new Confederate advance. As soon as the 
regiments took their new positions, the Confederates again bounded down on 
them from both front and flank. Particularly concerning was Drake’s Con- 
federate brigade that continually moved around the Union right flank, firing 
into the new line from the south and even getting in the rear of the Union 
regiments. A portion of the 31st Indiana, particularly Company K, was sent 
across a small valley to protect that flank, but to no avail. Drake’s much larger 
brigade was easily able to swamp the small company and its parent regiment. 
Major William N. Brown of the 20th Mississippi, by now attached to Drake’s 
command, could not always tell what the larger plan was, but he could make 
out some of the results: “our movements ...seemed to take the enemy by 
their flank and rear.” Major Fred Arn of the 31st Indiana on the extreme 
right agreed, woefully noting, “their line extended a considerable distance 
beyond our right.” The Indianans shifted once more to the right and threw 
out several companies even farther to the south, but Drake’s Confederates 
continually outflanked them, Bushrod Johnson marveling at their “regular, 
well-connected line.” It was all they could stand and Cruft soon pulled the 
31st Indiana and 17th Kentucky back to a line with the 44th Indiana behind 
Logan’s position. At one point, Cruft even claimed to have made a short 
counterattack to stall the enemy advance, but the general movement was a 
chaotic retrograde. One Kentuckian admitted that “it came near being a gen- 
eral stampede throughout our Brigade, but was prevented, to a great extent, 
by the skill and experience of our officers.” 

The major rupture came when more friendly fire from the left of the 
brigade caused Logan’s nearly ammunitionless 31st Illinois to break. Al- 
though word had been sent back that the Illinoisans were in front supporting 
Schwartz’s guns, the Indianans found it very difficult to believe they were 
not confronting the enemy. In a momentary lull, Colonel Hugh B. Reed even 
sent his colors a few paces forward of the line but failed to elicit a response. 
Captain William B. Bingham of Company H then took them several more 
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paces to the front and “waved our colors in the air.” This drew Confederate 
fire, upon which the Indianans opened up. In actuality, they still fired mostly 
into the Ilinoisans who were on the slope of the hill between them and the 
enemy. Not surprisingly, Logan’s men broke and fled through the ranks of the 
44th Indiana and what had re-formed of the 25th Kentucky. Those regiments 
again broke, and the others to the right had a hard time keeping the line as 
well, especially with Drake’s Confederates on their flank. As a result, Cruft’s 
entire brigade had to fall back in confusion, leaving the line at differing times 
but nonetheless falling back in full retreat.*! 

Officers tried to re-form the line, but it was useless. One Illinoisan re- 
membered topping a hill and seeing John Logan himself “in a furious rage” 
gathering men to re-form a line, although he could only get about fifty men to 
join him. On another part of the field, Captain Herman Lieb of the 8th Ilinois 
decided he was going back into the fray, telling his men that he was returning 
if he retrieved just one man. One I/linoisan admitted that 


none of us were anxious to go back just then and he took his sword— which was 
made of tin or pewter but silver plated, and put his foot on it to break it, he was 
so [mad]. He beat it nearly double, and as it had no spring in it, it remained in a 
shape like this. He then waved it over his head and used language which is not 


proper to put on paper.” 


Meanwhile, the Confederate brigade commanders took full advantage of 
this self-imposed chaos in the Union lines. Baldwin pressed on straight down 
the ridge, approaching Schwartz’s battery with his 26th Mississippi and 26th 
Tennessee. On his right Simonton’s Mississippians, Kentuckians, and Texans 
curved their way around the Union angle, while Drake’s brigade continually 
pressured the refused Union line, at times reaching well beyond their flank 
and into the rear of the Union troops. Schwartz’s guns were particularly invit- 
ing, Schwartz noting, “the Kentucky Regt fired in my battery, killing horses, 
& men.” Indeed, dead and wounded littered the ground. Richard McClung of 
the 15th Arkansas of Drake’s brigade described “a stream of blood that had 
run for 20 steps down a hillside, here were friends and foes lying together.” 
Still, some isolated pockets of Union resistance hampered the Confederates. 
Colonel Gabriel Wharton remarked that the enemy “were either rallied or 
re-enforced.” Their own lack of ammunition was also becoming a factor; 
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the Confederate soldiers rifled through the cartridge boxes of the dead and 
wounded for all they could find.” 

Perhaps the biggest loss in the chaos was Schwartz’s battery itself. Sit- 
ting atop the ridge of high ground west of Dudley’s Hill, the battery fought 
long and hard but sustained severe casualties, including Gumbart earlier in 
the action. Much of the attrition occurred among the horses that pulled the 
guns, and that loss doomed the battery to capture once the infantry surround- 
ing it fell back. Baldwin reported that the guns were still pointed northward 
to counter the Confederate artillery in the trenches and “were rushed upon 
in flanks and seized before they could be turned upon us or be taken from 
the field.” Apparently, the four guns were fighting in detached sections; the 
26th Tennessee took one section of guns, the 26th Mississippi the other. With 
Schwartz on staff duty under McClernand and Gumbart down, only Lieu- 
tenant George L. Nispel was left to get the men out. Schwartz wrote that he 
“was the last to retire, when the Bayonets of enemy were nearly thrust in his 
breast.” In addition to the guns, a wounded Colonel John M. Lillard of the 
Tennessee regiment reported capturing “two flags, the instruments of a band, 
and several prisoners." 

By 10:00 AM, then, the Confederate assault had plowed forward over three 
Union brigades, McArthur’s, Oglesby’s, and Cruft’s, as well as Schwartz’s 
battery and the section of Missouri guns atop Dudley’s Hill. Even better, the 
Confederate surge had now completely taken the Forge Road, the planned 
escape route. But while the road was entirely in Confederate hands, the Union 
lines were still far too close to allow unfettered access for an escape, espe- 
cially with any wheeled vehicles. Consequently, the attack would have to 
continue, driving, it was hoped, the next Union brigade away and gaining 
more room to utilize the all-important escape route. 

That next brigade was Will Wallace’s, and it now became the focus of the 
Confederate onslaught: “the enemy’s undivided attention was turned upon 
us,” wrote one of his I/linoisans. Even worse, it came from multiple direc- 
tions.*° 


Win Wallace was a quick study and certainly knew what all the ruckus to 
his right meant. He sent staff officer I. P. Rumsey to McClernand, telling him: 
“Rumsey, you go to McClernand, tell him McArthur has broken, Oglesby is 
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breaking and it is necessary to withdraw and change our front, and form a new 
line to the left and rear.” The staff officer rode away and soon returned with 
word from McClernand to hold, but he added: “tell General [Colonel] Wal- 
lace if it is absolutely necessary, to withdraw and form the new line.” Wallace 
soon found it very necessary.*° 

Wallace’s Illinoisans had easily heard the early morning fighting on Dud- 
ley’s Hill slowly creep toward them. Each regimental commander had his 
men up and formed into line, sending out skirmishers to the front. Colonel 
Carroll Marsh of the 20th Illinois, for example, reported, “repeated volleys 
of musketry on the right caused me to form in line of battle.” Wallace’s regi- 
ments remained for the early hours in their line on the reverse slope of the 
Wynn Ferry Road ridge, using it to shield themselves while keeping skir- 
mishers over the top so they could advise of any attack. Still, the effects of 
the fighting to their right and the attending movements, including the retreat- 
ing Federals, Cruft’s reinforcing brigade, and then Cruft’s retreating brigade, 
played on their morale. But what came from the front caused them even more 
concern.”’ 

If the brigades trying to hold the extreme right of the Federal line were 
having major trouble, they only had to contend with Confederate attacks from 
the right flank and at times the rear. While that was difficult enough to handle, 
the men of Wallace’s brigade faced perhaps an even larger issue in that while 
they received attacks from both the right flank and rear, the entire brigade still 
faced northward along the Wynn Ferry Road and they also received direct 
frontal assaults from the Erin Hollow area. 

The first enemy presence on their front came in the form of artillery. Wil- 
liam H. Tibbets of the 45th Illinois gave a vivid description of the enemy fire 
as he returned from fetching water from a creek in the rear. “They then com- 
menced pouring grape an canister and bom shell at us to a rapid rate[.] they 
ranged from about 5 feet to 20 above us and stripped the saplings clean and 
killed and wounded some by the fall of the limes[.] after a while they got our 
range a little better and then pored it write in among us for about 2 rounds an 
then they got too low and struck the hill side below us.” Fortunately for the 
[llinoisans, their own artillery, Taylor’s, McAllister’s, and Dresser’s batteries, 
took up the fight and returned fire.”® 

The artillery was not the only Confederate force arrayed to Wallace’s 
north. Also fronting him was the division under Simon Buckner, with Floyd 
himself watching from behind. Buckner had deployed his division behind the 
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trenches, keeping most of it in reserve to protect the men from the Union artil- 
lery on the Wynn Ferry Road ridge. Buckner explained that while Pillow was 
attacking, his own troops were under heavy artillery fire from the Federals: 
“in view of the heavy duty which I expected my division to undergo in cov- 
ering the retreat of the army,” he wrote, “I thought it unadvisable to attempt 
an assault at this time in my front until the enemy’s batteries were to some 
extent crippled and their supports shaken by the fire of my artillery.” Brigade 
commander John C. Brown added, “we were awaiting the proper moment 
of co-operation.” Accordingly, Buckner only opened with Graves’s battery, 
particularly the one 10-pound Parrott rifle among the other smoothbores.” 

Throughout the morning, Buckner and the others watched and listened to 
what was happening to their front, one cannoneer in Graves’s battery declar- 
ing they were “the pivot on which the line was moving.” At times, Buck- 
ner’s troops could only tell what was happening by sound: “the fighting had 
been steady all along the line all morning. Sometimes the musketry would 
be steady, continuous & severe, telling of the stubborn stand the enemy were 
making, & then the scattering discharges told of their falling back.” It was in 
this covered state, with only the 3rd Tennessee actually manning the works, 
that Pillow found the division when he returned to the trenches to get Buckner 
moving.” 

Pillow soon had Buckner under arms, and the two decided to send out a 
small force to relieve some of the pressure from the Union artillery. Buckner 
ordered to the front one of his “best regiments,” as he termed it, the 14th Mis- 
sissippi detached from Baldwin’s brigade. Brown likewise sent the 3rd and 
18th Tennessee ahead of the lines to support the Mississippians if they found 
much trouble. Most knew they would, as Brown noted, because “the enemy 
[was] occupying a hill in considerable force not far distant.’’ Buckner himself 
was amid the danger as well, one Tennessean describing him on “the crest of 
the hill 15 or 20 steps in front of our line and walked back and forth with his 
hands behind him while the shells — solid shot and musket ball— was cutting 
the dirt both before and behind him.’”*! 

This first small attack on Wallace, although it had a stuttered start, devel- 
oped around 9:00 AM. The Mississippians had to negotiate their own abatis 
and then move across open ground. Buckner’s staff officer gave the com- 
mand to move forward, to which Major W. L. Doss, commanding the regi- 
ment, responded, “where to?” The staffer ordered the regiment forward once 
more, Doss again replying, “where to?” Finally, the staffer yelled, “over the 


298 CHAPTER TWELVE 


ditches,” and the satisfied Doss led the Mississippians forward, the call of 
“charge Mississippians” passing down the line. One of them remembered 
that “over the earthworks goes our flag & over goes the regt after it— over 
the fallen timbers.” If the abatis was not enough, they then met the Union 
skirmishers of Wallace’s brigade, who fell back. The Mississippians deemed 
this a signal victory, thinking they were driving the main Union line rear- 
ward. They then surged across the higher ground connecting the Wynn Ferry 
Road ridge with the high ground on which the Confederate trenches stood, 
essentially the divide separating Barn Hollow and a small feeder branch of 
Erin Hollow. Unfortunately, the trajectory led them across the fire of Graves’s 
battery, forcing the cannoneers to shift to support Pillow’s attacking columns. 
The Mississippians moved on anyway, forcing the Union skirmishers back 
but not without casualties, including Captain Francis Marion Rogers, lately 
a delegate to the Mississippi Secession Convention. Indeed, the fire was so 
heavy that one hospital steward caring for the wounded noted he “could have 
held up my hat and caught it full.’ 

Artillery fire was also heavy from the Union batteries on the opposite ridge, 
particularly McAllister’s and Schwartz’s guns before they fell to the flanking 
Confederates. Graves’s and Porter’s batteries had taken their new positions 
with Buckner’s command, but were soon located and shelled by the Union 
artillery. One of Graves’s gunners noted, “their rifled shot & shells tore up the 
ground around us & cut off saplings & limbs around & above us, killing some 
of our horses & knocking the end of a caisson off.” One shell landed among 
the guns and wounded five, one mortally.°° 

Being a small force despite Wallace declaring it to be “a heavy force of 
the enemy’s infantry,” the Mississippians moved on nonetheless. Wallace de- 
scribed how he used the shield of the ridge to aid his men’s defense: “they 
charged up the hill and gained the road in front of my position, but the mo- 
ment the rebel flag appeared above the crest of the hill a storm of shot from 
the Eleventh and Twentieth drove them back in confusion.” John C. Brown 
echoed those sentiments from the other side, writing that the Mississippians 
made good progress until they topped the hill on which the road ran: “espe- 
cially upon reaching the summit of the hill, they were met by a murderous 
fire.’ Calls to cease firing because of friendly fire rang out, causing even 
more chaos in the Mississippi regiment. Colonel Marsh of the 20th Illinois 
took the defense one step farther, writing that just as “the rebels appeared, 
coming over the brow of the hill,” he ordered an attack. The regiment made 
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one slight change to the east while doing so, one member writing, “our regt. 
made a right half whirl and drove two regts. back inside their breastworks.” 
The small attack had hit only the two regiments making up Wallace’s right, 
and because of the timidity and smallness of the force, the Illinoisans easily 
handled it, although more was surely to come. In fact, several officers were 
already leading in re-forming the Mississippians, including a small lad of 
fifteen, who one Tennessean declared “was calling on his regt .. . to reform 
and charge the Yankees again[.] the tears were rolling down his face and I 
think he would have gone alone if an officer had not taken him to the rear.” 
With such exemplary courage in view, Doss re-formed the Mississippians for 
another try, but Buckner’s staff officer Major Alexander Casseday, who had 
been sent along for guidance, ordered Doss back to the trenches. The Missis- 
sippians quickly fell back, Brown noting “further pursuit being impracticable 
in that direction.”** 

Buckner met the Mississippians, riding among them to stabilize the regi- 
ment for another assault. He tried to shame them as well, yelling, ““Mississip- 
pians, look at those Virginians driving the enemy from our soil. Is it possible 
that you are going to leave them to do the fighting? No, never; your general 
will lead you.’ 

Consequently, Wallace had to confront another frontal advance on his bri- 
gade. One 45th Illinois soldier wrote, “they rallied again and came ten times 
as strong as they were before.” By this time, Pillow was back in the trenches 
and ordered Brown’s regiments forward again, but this next advance came a 
little to the west of the earlier attack. Brown chose to utilize the more covered 
expanses closer to the valley of Erin Hollow this time. Under cover of Por- 
ter’s, Graves’s, and Maney’s batteries, Brown soon led his brigade forward, 
the 3rd, 18th, and 32nd Tennessee (left to right) now included, negotiating 
once more the abatis and the open ground east of Maney’s battery that the 
49th Illinois had encountered two days before in their attack. One member 
of the 3rd Tennessee wrote how he “heard someone behind us and on turn- 
ing around saw Col. J. C. Brown who was commanding the brigade jump 
from his horse, wave his sword over his head and cry, ‘Men of the 3rd Tenn., 
come out of the pits.’” Pillow was also on the ground, shouting to the 32nd 
Tennessee, “Boys I want you to take that battery.” The ground was difficult, 
however, Colonel Joseph B. Palmer of the 18th Tennessee reporting that “we 
found some, I may say much, embarrassment in having insufficient informa- 
tion in regard to the enemy’s location, as we could only judge in reference 
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to that by the smoke and reports of pieces lately heard and seen in that direc- 
tion.” Brown added: “we found also very considerable difficulty in marching 
in the requisite order, owing to the timber and denseness of the undergrowth, 
on which the snow was thickly depositing and melting somewhat rapidly.” 
Colonel Edward C. Cook of the 32nd Tennessee agreed, writing, “we moved 
forward through woods with thick undergrowth; the bushes were covered 
with snow, which was melting slowly, and it was very difficult to move for- 
ward.” The Tennesseans pushed on nonetheless, Brown ordering a quick time 
advance.” 

With so many obstacles, however, the Confederate advance soon slowed 
as officers called a halt within a few hundred yards of the ridge so they could 
learn more about the enemy line. The skirmishers quickly returned and formed 
on the regiments but were unable to tell the commanders any more than they 
already knew. Colonel Cook of the 32nd Tennessee and Palmer of the 18th 
Tennessee even went ahead of the lines themselves to ascertain any informa- 
tion they could glean; they soon found the enemy “just over the point of a 
hill in our front.” The colonels returned to their commands and deployed the 
regiments from their columns to battle lines and then moved forward again.*’ 

Behind the ridge, Wallace feared that the enemy would sneak up on his 
brigade; plus, the 20th Illinois had already advanced somewhat, counterat- 
tacking the Mississippians. He therefore moved the other three regiments, but 
not the attached 17th and most of the 49th Illinois (formerly of Morrison’s 
brigade), up to the top of the hill in the road. Wallace noted they “advanced 
boldly and in fine order to the brow of the hill,” but there they were taken 
under fire not only from the attacking Tennesseans but also from the Confed- 
erate batteries still in the trenches; Graves’s battery, in fact, advanced some 
distance with the brigade, Brown noting that “Graves came in full speed to 
our assistance.” Wallace also had artillery, of course, in the form of McAllis- 
ter’s and Taylor’s batteries, and these opened up as well despite one of McAI- 
lister’s guns being disabled. The infantry fired too, Colonel Palmer reporting 
that “the enemy opened a terrific fire upon us about the time or before we had 
fairly executed the deployment.” The forward 20th Illinois was caught in its 
exposed position but was able to meet the attack head on. The 45th Illinois 
likewise advanced to aid their forward sister regiment as well as to bolster 
McAllister’s battery. Wallace remembered that “for some time the conflict 
was strong and fierce,” and Ransom of the 11th Illinois reported that the en- 
emy “brought their colors up in front of ours and not over 100 yards distant, 
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when the fight again commenced with renewed energy.” One of his soldiers 
agreed, writing, “we waited until they were about 30 yards away from us and 
then let them have it.”*® 

Meeting such heavy fire, the Tennesseans were forced to halt but they 
opened up on Wallace’s regiments, Ransom describing the fighting as “an 
exceedingly firm and bloody one.” Major casualties resulted, including Lieu- 
tenant Colonel Thomas H. Smith of the 48th Illinois, killed while leading 
his men to the top of the hill, Lieutenant Colonel William Erwin of the 20th 
Illinois, killed when hit in the chest by a cannonball, as well as Lieutenant 
Colonel Jasper A. Maltby of the 45th Illinois wounded. On the opposing side, 
Lieutenant Colonel W. P. Moore of the 32nd Tennessee was also mortally 
wounded.”” 

Even worse for Wallace, further infusions of Buckner’s troops came just 
as the fighting ebbed on his left. Colonel Baldwin rode across Barn Hollow 
in the midst of the fighting against Cruft’s brigade and then the 31st Illinois, 
looking for anyone he could find to aid his attack on what was evidently a 
fresh Union brigade studded by artillery. He first ran into Colonel Hanson and 
his 2nd Kentucky, which was holding the Forge Road area of Buckner’s line. 
Baldwin told Hanson that his men were running out of bullets and that “un- 
less he could get ammunition and re-enforcements there was a great danger of 
losing the ground which had been won.” Hanson had already sent two com- 
panies in that direction, on the command of a staff officer, “supposing it to be 
the order of Generals Pillow or Buckner.” Now, Hanson sent a quartermaster 
and another officer to provide the ammunition, but he was wary about moving 
his entire regiment across Barn Hollow without firm orders from Buckner. 
Colonel McCausland then appeared and agreed with Baldwin, adding that 
the enemy was bringing up reinforcements. Hanson surveyed the scene and 
realized that he was on the Forge Road, the escape route, and that he had to 
do more to maintain it. “I concluded to take the responsibility and make the 
effort,” he reported. He marched the Kentuckians across the abatis and joined 
in the Confederate advance, losing around fifty men but adding weight to the 
Confederate surge. Also on hand was Forrest’s cavalry, having shifted to the 
right from the defiles of Lick Creek, attempting to use the valley of Barn Hol- 
low to outflank the enemy. Joining Hanson’s movement, Graves’s battery also 
moved forward across Barn Hollow, adding even more firepower.” 

Wallace was able to hold against all these piecemeal advances by Buckner’s 
troops, but that was not the major problem spot. “There were indications,” 


302 CHAPTER TWELVE 


Wallace later wrote with understatement, “that the enemy were gaining some 
advantages on the right of the whole line.” He could easily hear the sounds of 
battle growing closer and closer, but the telltale sign was when “the enemy’s 
shot ... began to rake my line from the rear of my right.” Wallace held, but 
he quickly surmised the situation and sent McClernand a courier and warned 
that he would not be able to hold his position unless reinforcements “should 
be speedily sent to that quarter.” McClernand replied that he had none to send 
at the moment and loosened Wallace’s orders to act upon his own discretion 
“if I found my position untenable.” Wallace was nearing that point, being 
assailed as he was from the front, flank, and rear. Worse, his regiments were 
reporting that they were out of ammunition. The situation was growing des- 
perate for the Federal line.*! 


By this time, the rout on the Union right was nearly complete as the 31st [lhi- 
nois of Oglesby’s brigade had fallen back from its isolated position. The Fed- 
eral line had continually shifted farther to the west and south in response to 
the Confederate flank attacks, but Logan had been unable to hold, especially 
because of friendly fire from the rear. His retreat uncovered the right regiment 
of Wallace’s brigade, Thomas Ransom and his 11th Illinois, and Ransom ini- 
tially bent the regiment’s right back to connect with Logan’s troops before 
their retreat while keeping several companies on the left facing the Confed- 
erate trenches to the north. The 11th Illinois thus anchored Wallace’s right 
and remained there to help fend off a renewed Confederate advance while 
the 31st Illinois retreated, taking much of Cruft’s brigade with it. That left 
only the 11th [Illinois to stem the tide, and when Logan’s [llinoisans retreated, 
Ransom shifted his regiment even farther to the right. Wallace described them 
as “changing front to the rear under a most galling fire with all the coolness 
and precision of veterans.” One of Wallace’s staff officers described the event 
in even more detail: “ ‘right flank, file left,’ a move which is laid down in 
tactics as almost impossible to be made in the face of the enemy, but it was 
done.” The 11th Illinois consequently took the place of the 31st Illinois in the 
trampled-down snow “stained with the crimson life blood of so many of our 
brave boys,” one observer noted. As a result, the Illinoisans created some- 
thing of a rear guard while Wallace figured out what to do. Will Wallace had 
written his wife of the disappointment of missing the fighting at Fort Henry 
earlier in the month, “but hope for better luck next time.” Isolated as his unit 
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was fronting multiple Confederate brigades, the [llinoisan probably wished 
for no more such luck.” 

While his old regiment blocked the Confederate advance temporarily from 
the east, Wallace acted on his discretionary orders from McClernand and 
ordered his brigade “to the rear up the road.” With the remainder of the bri- 
gade as well as Oglesby’s and Cruft’s shattered regiments fleeing to their 
rear, distractedly leaving the skirmishers to the front and in danger of being 
cut off, the detached 11th Illinois unfortunately did not get the order and 
continued to hold out. Their stand resulted in a gift for the rest of the brigade, 
which managed, with little pressure from Buckner, to file away westward 
along the Wynn Ferry Road. Colonel Marsh of the 20th Illinois reported that 
he “remained here without further molestation from the enemy till ordered 
to march to the left’; he did note, however, that the 11th Illinois was “still 
fighting bravely.” Similarly, John E. Smith of the 45th Illinois reported he 
had only “continual though irregular skirmish with the rebels” before he filed 
away. Colonel Haynie of the 48th Illinois noted that he received the order to 
“retire by the left flank,” adding, “this was done by my regiment in the best 
possible order and without any appearance of fear or panic.” Because of the 
11th Illinois’s stand, the rest of the infantry was able to march away in order.*” 

Yet the brave stand certainly cost the [llinoisans. By this time, the regiment 
had lost all but one of its color guard, only Corporal William S. Armstrong of 
Company H remaining to carry the flag. He too was wounded, but he man- 
aged to survive with the colors. The flag itself was “riddled with shot & the 
staff was struck twice with bullets, breaking off the spear at the top,” Wallace 
informed his wife. The Illinoisans stayed anyway, George Carrington writing, 
“we did not know enough of war to run away, so we hung on.” 

Others suffered as well. The infantry could quickly file to the left and retire, 
but it took much longer for the artillery to limber up and get away. Taylor’s 
battery had been firing constantly, one cannoneer writing, “it was load and 
fire and drop, flat as a pancake. We watched the smoke of the enemy’s guns 
and down we went, except when we were loading, where there was nothing 
to do but to grin and bear it.” That battery was farther to the left and had time 
to limber up and retire according to the retreat order, but McAllister’s guns 
farther to the east could not. McAllister had fought hard against the Confeder- 
ate advances and was taken aback by the suddenness of the order to retreat. As 
fate would have it, the enemy arrived at the right gun “before I could throw 
my saddle on my horse.” With one gun already taken, McAllister concen- 
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trated on getting the left gun out and hitched up. He reported that “it was so 
heavy we could not haul it through the brush, and abandoned it, bringing off 
the limber.” The guns therefore fell under the combined weight of Buckner’s 
renewed advance, pressure from Pillow’s brigades on the right, and even For- 
rest’s cavalry advancing in the rear. One perplexed Union soldier in the 11th 
Illinois later wrote, “my attention was first drawn to this by the fact that our 
men were being shot in the back, and on looking to the rear saw the cavalry.” 
Forrest’s troopers had been all over the field during the morning but because 
of the lowland moved to the right near Barn Hollow. Seeing an opportunity, 
Forrest advanced behind the Illinois guns and aided in their capture, claiming 
also to capture another piece down a ravine. A Mississippian described the 
cavalry tactics, telling of how the Tennesseans moved “up by platoons and 
divisions alternately that those who had just emptied their arms could reload 
and every succession bringing them nearer the batteries.” 

A young Thomas Duncan described the cavalry charge: 


I lost control of my horse, and he carried me beyond the battery into the infan- 
try support of the enemy. I made a circuit, and on my return a Federal soldier 
fired at me when I was not more than twenty paces from him. I was mounted 

on a spirited animal, and it was running and jumping so unevenly that I happily 
made a very evasive target, and the soldier missed his aim, just grazing my right 
shoulder, taking the width of the ball out of my coat and cutting a crease in the 
flesh. The shot was fired as I was approaching the man; and as I passed within 

a few feet of him, I shot at him twice with my six-shooter, but could not tell 
whether or not my shots struck him. I was a good marksman, and under ordinary 
circumstances I would have been sure of my aim; but it behooves me to tell you 
that I was far more bent on getting out of this dangerous situation than on killing 


an enemy.*° 


Others were escaping as well. Wallace himself got out, although he later 
declared he did not know how. “Darling Angel wife, God has indeed heard 
your prayer & that of our little innocent,” he wrote his wife Ann. “I little 
expected when amid the fierce storm of lead & iron that beat around me 
for hours, striking down my men by hundreds, that I should come off un- 
scathed—but I never thought of the surrounding dangers without a mental 
prayer for mercy for myself & for you, darling.” Even if Wallace somehow 
survived, around him was still mass confusion as the Illinois regiments jock- 
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eyed for position and an escape route. At one point, the 45th Illinois ran up on 
the 12th Illinois, fresh from its retreat on the far right. Colonel Smith simply 
noted, “we saw Chetlain conducting his Regt through Ravines in order to take 
the position I was ordered. I had to go through his lines. The Col rode up to 
me with his face very much elongated. [|My dear Col how glad I am to see 
you. My ret is very badly cut up,[’]” Chetlain confessed.*’ 

As a result, only one lone regiment remained out of four Union brigades, 
sixteen regiments with artillery, to stem the tide of the Confederate advance. 
The 11th [linois was the sole unit east of Indian Creek that was still formed 
and resisting the enemy onslaught, and the Ilinoisans paid dearly for it, los- 
ing 329 casualties in total, the largest of any regiment in the Union army at 
Fort Donelson. One of those casualties was Ransom himself, who was hit in 
the shoulder and had to have his wound treated, but he soon returned to take 
command again from Major Garrett Nevins. In uncommon praise, Colonel 
Marsh of the 20th Illinois noted, “at the time of my being ordered off the field 
[the 11th Illinois] were still fighting bravely. Had I received a fresh supply of 
ammunition I would gladly have gone to their assistance.” 

Not surprisingly, the Illinoisans could not hold forever, being assailed as 
they were on three sides. The crucial moment came when Forrest’s cavalry- 
men were also able to get in the 11th Illinois’s rear as well, despite Ransom 
continually moving the regiment to the right. Having suffered mostly head 
wounds because of their shielded position behind the ridge for much of the 
fighting, the breaking point came when the cavalrymen appeared in the rear, 
and one Illinoisan described how “the whole line just seemed to melt away 
and scatter. There was a blind rush to get away.” The regiment fled down the 
hill they were holding and up the next, the men slipping in the snow that was 
now beginning to melt with the sun’s warmth. It all seemed so surreal; George 
Carrington described losing his musket when the bayonet became caught in a 
fallen tree. He described a corporal who was hit multiple times losing his cap 
and getting it back on only to lose it again: “the second time it fell off he let it 
go.” Upon reaching the other side of the valley Carrington turned and looked 
back to see a Confederate battle line, “and it seemed to me every man was in 
the act of firing.” Bullets clipped the bushes around him and one nipped his 
hip but “it did not interfere with my running.” 

The wounded Ransom saw it all from his higher level. He reported, “the 
movement [Wallace’s retreat order] was executed, but too late to prevent the 
cavalry from getting in rear of most of my command, who bravely cut their 
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way through with terrible loss.” The Illinoisans were also hit in the front, the 
2nd Kentucky joining in Baldwin’s and Simonton’s advances. Colonel Roger 
Hanson noted that his attack “was not, strictly speaking, a “charge bayonets,’ 
but it would have been one if the enemy had not fled.” Ransom later wrote 
that he “found what was left of the Eleventh a few hundred yards in the rear.” 
He marched them across Indian Creek to safety, but he was immensely proud 
of the stand they had made.” 

By 11:00 AM, therefore, the Confederate surge had driven back four Fed- 
eral brigades, all of which were streaming in confusion toward the valley of 
Indian Creek. Yet this advance had taken a toll on the Confederate brigades 
as well, and a lull developed on the field. Colonel Baldwin remarked, “uncer- 
tain as to the movements of our right wing, I paused to obtain the informa- 
tion necessary to render our future movements effective and to restore order 
from the confusion incident to a continuous combat of nearly six hours in the 
woods.” There was much gained in those nearly six hours, though. The way 
was now open and secure for the Confederate army to escape on the Forge 
Road, with no resistance being organized at this point to stop them. Gain- 
ing even more ground, the Confederate brigades were now following slowly 
toward the west, and met little resistance for nearly half a mile. The ultimate 
time of escape had come. “The day is ours,” rang out from the officers in the 
Confederate lines.>! 

Unfortunately for the Confederate army defending Fort Donelson and try- 
ing to break out, that would not be so easy. The success of such a move hinged 
on two generals, one on each side. Acting differently, these two would come 
to define the successes and failures at Fort Donelson and onward. Certainly, 
the differences between Gideon Pillow and Ulysses S. Grant were stark, and 
those differences emerged crystal clear on the afternoon of February 15. 


13 


“Up To THis PERIOD THE SUCCESS 





WaAs COMPLETE” 


Abraham Lincoln was a troubled man, his fifty-third birthday three days be- 
fore causing him less concern comparatively than his two very sick boys. He 
was also keeping track of the developments around Fort Donelson as best he 
could. He received delayed reports from Grant’s expedition, because after 
Grant sent messages they traveled to Cairo, then to St. Louis, and thence to 
Washington. Obviously interested, Lincoln offered advice in the midst of the 
campaign, telling Halleck, “you have Fort Donelson safe, unless Grant shall 
be overwhelmed from outside.” To keep that from happening, especially by 
railroad from Johnston’s army between Nashville and Bowling Green, the 
president suggested, “in the midst of a bombardment at Fort Donelson, why 
could not a gunboat run up and destroy the bridge at Clarksville?’ Lectures 
aside, Lincoln came to the main point at the end, writing “our success or 
failure at Fort Donelson is vastly important, and I beg you to put your soul 
in the effort.” 

Had Lincoln been on site at noon that afternoon of February 15, he most 
likely would not have been encouraged. Neither would Jefferson Davis for 
that matter, because neither army leader actually commanded his forces at the 
time. Grant was of course off to see Foote, making his long way back over 
miserable roads and then taking stock of what was happening. Floyd was not 
operating as his army’s commander either, being one-upped by Pillow, who 
was riding his and Buckner’s lines, giving orders about what needed to be 
done. As a result, neither army had an effective head coordinating all move- 
ments during the morning and even into the early afternoon. It consequently 
fell to the division commanders, who did not always agree and who could 
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not be expected to provide a coherent plan, to fight the battle. At any rate, 
the emerging pattern was clear; the steady tide of Confederate attack drove 
the Union line rearward continually, one Mississippian describing the effort 
as “find the enemy, then charge, rout him, re-form line and move forward 
again.’”* 

Clear victory and defeat would nevertheless emerge this afternoon, largely 
because one of those army commanders chose to assert his command author- 
ity and take control of the situation. The other, sadly for his cause, continued 
to dawdle, letting slip by a golden opportunity to change the course of events. 
The ramifications would be great for these men; one would become a hero 
while the other would be the butt of criticism and be dead within two years. 

The stakes were high on that afternoon of February 15. It was clearly one 
of the first truly consequential days of the now yearlong civil war. 


Prior to Grant’s arrival back at the scene of battle, it was up to the Federal 
division commanders to solidify another line of defense on the right. For his 
part, C. F. Smith was still operating under strict orders to hold his ground and 
not to go on the offensive. A major attack had occurred on the right, but there 
was no certainty that an attack would not come on his front as well. Smith 
stayed put, even while one of his brigades under John McArthur was caught 
up in the fighting taking place on the Union right. Consequently, it fell to Mc- 
Clernand and Wallace to handle the situation.’ 

The view Wallace had of what was happening was not good. Effectively, 
five Union brigades, McArthur’s, Cruft’s, and John McClernand’s entire di- 
vision of three brigades, were even then chaotically withdrawing westward 
along the Wynn Ferry Road and the woodlands to its south. Lew Wallace 
could hear the fighting, noting that “the woods rang with a monstrous clan- 
gor of musketry, as if a million men were beating empty barrels with iron 
hammers.” Fortunately, Confederate pursuit had slowed down, but everyone 
realized a new line had to be formed quickly.* 

Lew Wallace first saw the signs of crisis when retreating Federal soldiers 
began to appear behind his line, which at this point was facing north. More 
and more beaten soldiers came, “bringing the unmistakable signs of disaster,” 
Wallace wrote. At one point, even a “mounted officer” galloped past shout- 
ing, “we are cut to pieces.” Wallace was, at the time, talking to John Rawlins 
of Grant’s staff, so with some verification of what he had seen he felt safe in 
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sending his other brigade to help. Plus, he did not want the panic to spread to 
his stationary men; troops on the move with adrenaline are much more hardy 
than troops left to stand idle. Wallace therefore ordered John Thayer late in 
the morning to move his brigade to the right and intercept the Union retreat 
and the expected Confederate pursuit. 

Wallace rode on ahead of Thayer’s marching troops to see for himself the 
extent of the damage; he later remarked on the eerie sight of the dead and 
wounded “reddening the snow with their blood.” He found some regiments 
totally disorganized, but most, especially Will Wallace’s, were still in a good 
state of organization. All they wanted was ammunition, “want of which was 
the cause of their misfortune,’ Lew Wallace concluded. Soon, he met the 
other Wallace, whose “coolness under the circumstances was astonishing,” 
the division commander noted, later saying he merely “looked like a farmer 
from a hard day’s plowing.” The two quickly realized they were the two Wal- 
laces, at one time colonels of the 11th Ilinois and Indiana, prompting Will 
Wallace to reflect that they “have been the cause of great profanity in the 
post-office.” Lew Wallace asked if the Federals were being pursued and how 
rapidly. Will Wallace “calculated,” according to Lew, and, spying the head of 
Thayer’s brigade emerging up the road from the west, coolly responded, “you 
will have about time to form line of battle right here.” Both Wallaces bade 
each other farewell with “Good-day,” and Will worked to re-form his brigade 
while Lew sent word for Thayer to take the position to stem the tide. “The 
crisis had come,” Lew Wallace wrote, “my Third Brigade had to be thrust be- 
tween our retiring forces and the advancing foe.” Fortunately, Thayer quickly 
deployed, Wallace positioning him “at a right angle with the old one” on 
the Wynn Ferry Road, on the military crest of a small ridge that ran almost 
perpendicular to the road. Wallace also sent for Peter Wood’s Chicago Light 
Artillery; turning to an aide he yelled, “ride and tell Pete Wood to come. Tell 
him he has the right of way, and to stop at nothing.” Wallace also sent word 
to Smith for additional help. 

The regiments marched quickly to their positions, taking stock of the evi- 
dence of battle. One Illinoisan in the 46th Illinois related, “every few Rods 
we would pass some poor fellow with an arm shot off or his head bound up 
& blood running down over his clothes. Oh Nellie! You can have no idea of 
the Horror of War so far away from all the sights & sounds of it.”” He added, 
“when we passed our Boys with our Colors flying & Band playing more than 
one poor fellow would turn to take a last look at the Glorious Flag he had 
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fought for & given his life to support.” Colonel John Davis described that 
band, writing that they entered the action “with banners flying in sight and 
the band and field music playing Yankee Doodle.”’ 

Thayer’s line took shape on the high ground east of Indian Creek, led into 
place by Captain Warren Stewart of McClernand’s staff. The Chicago artil- 
lery became the main defense in the road itself. Wallace was amazed how 
quickly the artillery moved: “it drove forward full speed, the horses running 
low, the riders standing in their stirrups plying their whips, guns and caissons 
bouncing over root and rut like playthings, the men clinging to their seats like 
monkeys.” Wood’s guns, later joined by a section of Taylor’s battery, shelled 
the woods as the lead elements of Confederate pursuers appeared, the Chi- 
cago gunners averaging about two rounds a minute for fifteen minutes. The 
infantry also took their positions, the 1st Nebraska to the right of the road and 
the green 58th Illinois farther to the right; one of the newly minted Illinois 
soldiers marveled: “it was to bad leaving camp on Tuesday receiving arms on 
Wednesday and going to battle on Friday.” The 58th Ohio held the area to the 
left of the road, their line re-fused a bit to cover the front. In the rear, a second 
line consisted of the 76th Ohio and the 46th and 57th Illinois, with the 68th 
Ohio farther to the left on the road in the valley of Indian Creek and the 20th 
Ohio even farther back. Despite forming the line, the Federals were miser- 
able, one [llinoisan remembering, “the weather was raw and disagreeable, a 
cold wind blowing in our faces.” Another Ohioan noted, “we discovered as 
we moved on, the air was full of objects that flew like birds, and seemed to 
whisper softly as they went. When once or twice we heard these flying ob- 
jects hit trees with a sharp crack, it occurred to us that they were bullets from 
rebel guns.” One marching Ohioan declared that a cannon ball “passed the 
whole length of our line”; he noted, “it made us open our eyes.” Even worse, 
Confederate fire was increasing. The Federals first heard “commands in the 
thick woods a short distance in front and to the left,’ but those commands 
soon turned into small-arms fire and eventually artillery. One [llinoisan wrote 
home, “I tell you the way the grape & canister did fly also musket balls & 
buckshot. The shot ploughed up the ground about us also cutting off large 
limbs of trees as large as my body.” An Ohioan already in awe with their 
march through the “mountains” was even more impressed when “we had just 
time to form and turn round when the balls came like hail.” Another Ohioan 
sent out with his company as the skirmish line was even more intimidated: 
“our Co. was right between our men and the enemy each side fired mostly 
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over our heads. We lay flat on the ground. Canon ball and bullets flue around 
us like hail.’ 

In addition to Thayer’s line, Wallace had other troops at his disposal. Mc- 
Clernand soon sent out some of the 2nd Illinois Cavalry to his right and they 
located the following enemy. It so happened that Cruft’s brigade, as it with- 
drew from a couple of successive positions, formed a line directly in that area, 
on the right of Thayer’s position but not connected to it as yet. It took some 
time for communication to be opened with Wallace, but the general soon 
arrived and approved the position, telling Cruft to “hold it at all hazards.” 
“Riding down its front,” Wallace marveled, “I found the regiments in perfect 
order, having done their duty nobly but with severe loss, and eager for another 
engagement.” 

Adding to the strength of Wallace’s line, C. F. Smith had also relented and 
sent troops to the east. Eventually Morgan L. Smith’s small brigade of two 
regiments from Smith’s division, the 8th Missouri and 11th Indiana, also filed 
into line between Cruft and Thayer, but not without seeing horrible sights on 
the way as well. Charles Kroff noted in his diary, “we met hundreds of sol- 
diers who had been in the conflict— many were wounded — some were in am- 
bulances, others being carried on stretchers—some hobbling along, &c. All 
seemed to tell the same tale, that their Reg’t was ‘cut to pieces.’” He added, 
“this was indeed discouraging, but we marched swiftly on.” Wallace was not 
immune to fear either, writing his wife later, “I confess when I saw McCler- 
nand’s thousands come driving back, I thought of Bull’s run... . Altogether 
that moment tested my nerve more than ever before.” It unfortunately got no 
better once Smith’s small brigade arrived and formed in line. One Missou- 
rian noted that “the Rebels, who were in a dense thicket, unexpectedly to us, 
opened a deadly fire.” But, he added, “we were soon in line and returned it as 
warmly as they gave it.” To locate the enemy accurately, Smith sent forward 
a company of Missourians to “draw their fire, and ascertain their position.” 
This was a difficult chore because the hill before them was “covered at inter- 
vals with forest and dense underbrush.””” 

A crisis within the larger crisis faced the Federals, but Lew Wallace had 
managed to place a strong line of battle containing three brigades in the Con- 
federate path of advance. Whether it would be enough was unknown, as the 
Confederate assault had rolled over several other brigades already and the 
fighting here was now beginning to grow once more. One Indianan wrote, “I 
don’t think I ever heard hail fall faster than the balls flew over us. But we were 
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lying down so that they principally shot over us but if we had been standing 
up we would have nearly all been killed.” He added, “and there it is that the 
ZOUAVE saves himself and gets pay for his extra drilling." 

Within the line, soldiers left accounts of what they were feeling in this, 
their first taste of combat. D. P. Grier of the 8th Missouri wrote home, 


sometimes when a cannon ball or a bomb shell would pass over my head, the 
peculiar whizzing noise would cause me to dodge down my head. This is impos- 
sible for any man to avoid for it is perfectly natural for any one to do so. At first 
I commenced dodging the musket balls, but I soon gave this up for they came so 


thick and fast that one had no chance to move his head in any direction. 


Another Missourian noted, “all the way that we could do anything with them 
was to lie down and load on our backs.” He went on: “they thought they had 
killed all our men on the first fire but when their guns was empty we was 
up and a firing and they could see us lying on our backs striking as though 
we were in great agony and all the time we was loading.” To reassure all 
the green soldiers, officers continually roamed the lines. Colonel James M. 
Shackelford of the 25th Kentucky lost his horse after dismounting, but one 
Kentuckian remembered him “poping up and down the lines on foot through 
the woods.”” 

Cruft’s line was especially important in that it deployed near the Union 
hospital east of Indian Creek, where Surgeon Thomas W. Fry and others were 
working on the wounded who were already crowding the medical facilities. 
Fry described how “the slightly wounded, the mangled, the dying, and the 
dead presented a scene which baffles description.” Some were beyond hope 
while others were raised to a frenzy. George Carrington described one mem- 
ber of his 11th [Illinois who was holding his bleeding hand “going around 
swearing at the rebels, the doctors, the government, and everything else.” 
Others were more calm, such as when Colonel Logan was brought in with his 
many wounds. Laid beside Colonel Morrison, who had been wounded two 
days before, the two old politicians talked it up: “Bull, did you get a bad lick?” 
Logan asked, and Morrison quipped, “Yes, John. I think I got enough to go 
home and beat Phil Fouke for Congress,” which he later did. Worse, quite a 
few well Federal soldiers also crowded into the hospital area, sick with fright. 
The mass of well soldiers was soon cleared, however, when the Confederates 
arrived close enough to actually fire a volley into the hospital. Such instances 
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of rearward fire were not uncommon; Joseph Skipworth had a cannonball go 
through the cover of his wagon behind the lines. Yet a hospital was different. 
Surgeon Fry and the others quickly evacuated what wounded they could and 
moved to a new hospital at Grant’s headquarters at the Crisp house. In fair- 
ness to the Confederates, Fry reported that later some Southerners told him 
“the fire on the hospital was accidental and ceased the moment the flag was 
seen.” The same thing occurred on the Confederate side as well, one Southern 
hospital steward noting that several artillery rounds landed among their tents 
and “we went to work to raise the flags higher.” The fire soon stopped.'° 
Eventually, McClernand’s re-formed troops also added force to Wallace’s 
new line. Will Wallace had stopped his brigade’s withdrawal on the ridges 
overlooking the valley of Indian Creek. Watching the other Wallace, Lew 
Wallace and others described him as cool under pressure. “I have always 
thought the Colonel was a cool man,” wrote the chaplain of the 11th Illinois, 
“but could you have seen him that morning, on his black steed, moving from 
one point to another, directing the conflict as composedly as if on dress- 
parade, watching every movement, you would have said that prayer from 
some pure heart had been answered on his behalf.” The cool Wallace soon 
placed his Illinois regiments in line “at right angles with their first lines,” 
and McClernand reorganized Oglesby’s brigade in a similar fashion behind 
Wallace’s troops. There, both brigades were issued ammunition and food, 
which the tired and dazed soldiers definitely needed. “In two hours the whole 
brigade was reformed, and having received a new supply of ammunition, 
awaited orders to march onto the field again,” Oglesby reported. Artillery was 
also placed in the line, Schwartz putting a section of Taylor’s battery under 
Samuel Barrett on the Wynn Ferry Road near Wood’s position and setting the 
other guns in the rear “to guard against a flank approach either from the right 
or left.” On the road itself, Wood’s Chicago Light Artillery shared with the 
weary cannoneers of Taylor’s battery some of their stock of ammunition, one 
Chicagoan writing that Taylor’s battery “was just about to spike their guns.’’* 
McClernand’s other units also took positions in the newly re-formed line. 
Jasper Dresser’s rifled artillery deployed on the left so they could cover the 
Indian Creek valley; they dueled with Confederate artillery to the west of 
the creek. Also on site was brigade commander Leonard F. Ross, colonel of 
the 17th Illinois. He had previously led the small brigade that Colonel Mor- 
rison had assaulted with two days before, but as Morrison was wounded in the 
attack, the two regiments had been attached to Wallace’s brigade. Now, Ross 
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returned to command the brigade once more, placing the 17th and the 49th 
Illinois on the left of the division. In addition, McClernand also had the re- 
formed regiments of McArthur’s brigade, who, although not engaging again 
and later moving back to Smith’s division on the far left, were nevertheless 
temporarily available if needed. McArthur reported that he ordered his rolls 
called and supplied his men with food, something they had not had in thirty- 
six hours. No doubt these veterans of McClernand’s earlier defense agreed 
with one of the Nebraskans then holding the line in Thayer’s brigade: “it was 
no child play.” 


The Confederate advance, including surgeons seeing to the wounded of both 
sides, proved just as uncoordinated as the Federal defense. Where the Union 
commanders managed to meld together a solid line, however, the Confeder- 
ates essentially divided into two uncoordinated efforts: Buckner’s along the 
Wynn Ferry Road and Bushrod Johnson’s farther south. Neither had seen 
each other throughout the morning, as the heavy woods precluded sight even 
though the forces were relatively close. Now, both had within their force units 
from each other’s divisions. In fact, Pillow noted that “General Buckner’s 
forces became united with mine.” But Pillow was still inside the trenches, so 
Buckner took it upon himself to pursue as best he could along the Wynn Ferry 
Road while Johnson pushed forward the other troops to the south.'® 

Buckner first moved out with one gun of Graves’s battery, ordering the 
14th Mississippi to follow in support. Major Doss of the Mississippi regi- 
ment wrote that “we marched down the Wynn’s Ferry road about | mile, and 
were halted on the top of the hill by General Buckner, when the enemy’s bat- 
tery opened a galling fire of shot and shell upon us.” One of Doss’s soldiers 
illustrated the surprise, writing, “on the declivity beyond a monstrous fire 
of grape, canister & shell suddenly opened on us from an unseen battery in 
front.” Another described how the Federals formed “beautifully, in the shape 
of an open V the point toward us.” The Chicago artillerymen indeed opened 
up, Samuel Barrett writing that “we had not been in position more than ten 
minutes, when the rebel force hove in sight, not a stones throw from us in 
a turn of the road.” Buckner knew he needed much more firepower, but he 
had little to work with at this point; Major Doss, in fact, concluded, “it was 
soon ascertained that Captain Graves’s battery could do but little good there, 
and was ordered back.” Lew Wallace confirmed as much on the other side of 
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Graves’s guns: “the Confederate artillery, having to fire up-hill, was of no ser- 
vice. Their shot and shells flew over the trees.” Consequently, Buckner sent 
couriers to John C. Brown to bring up his brigade, to Colonel Hanson to re- 
join him, and to assorted other commands to buttress the line along the road."’ 

Additional Confederate units soon began to arrive, including more artil- 
lery. Cannoneers of Captain John Guy’s battery had been holding their po- 
sition in line east of Maney’s battery when Pillow rode up and asked them 
where they were from. They answered that they were Virginians, and Pillow 
asked, “Will you follow me?” The men responded that they “were not afraid 
to follow him anywhere,” and Pillow led them across the hollow to one of 
the abandoned Federal guns of McAllister’s battery. The Virginians began 
to work the gun, firing in support of Buckner’s push down the Wynn Ferry 
Road. Captain Guy was thrilled with his newly acquired weaponry: “I got its 
caissons and equipments & six very fine horses with harness & equipment 
complete.” Yet in the confusion of advancing in heavily wooded terrain, the 
artillery could only fire by sound: “we had to follow the Progress of the Fight 
more with the Ear than the Eye & several times ceased firing for a while, from 
the difficulty of distinguishing friends from foes.’’® 

Obviously, one more gun would make little real difference, but larger units 
soon arrived as well. When Brown’s brigade approached along the Wynn 
Ferry Road, Buckner sent it forward despite what he perceived as “a strong 
[enemy] position on the road.” Riding his “noble white steed,” Brown quickly 
deployed his three Tennessee regiments across the road, the 3rd Tennessee on 
the south side and the 18th and 32nd Tennessee on the north, along with the 
41st Tennessee and six companies of the 48th Tennessee, which had also 
crossed the rifle pits. Buckner also repositioned Graves’s one gun in the road. 
Then, with the shout of “Forward! Storm the battery! ,”’ Brown led his Tennes- 
seans into the teeth of Thayer’s waiting regiments. He managed to drive back 
some skirmishers but was unable to dislodge Thayer’s strong line, writing, 
“when within 100 yards of the enemy, who was upon higher ground, we were 
met by a fire of grape and musketry that was terrific, but fortunately passing 
above our heads.” Colonel Palmer ordered his men to fire while kneeling, so 
that “the main body of the enemy’s fire would and did pass over us.” Calvin 
Clack of the 3rd Tennessee remarked they “received a volley from a battery 
and about 2000 men.” J. T. Williamson provided a more individual picture, 
writing, “the Yankee bullets were knocking up the snow all around me and 
buzzing by like bees.” Unfortunately, some of the Tennesseans were kept idle 
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in line under fire, prompting one to write, “this is the time to try men. While 
they are firing themselves they have something to occupy the mind, but com- 
pel them to stand under a heavy fire with nothing to do, they will grow weak 
in the knees.””” 

The brunt of Brown’s advance fell on Wood’s and Taylor’s Chicago Light 
Artillery and the adjacent Ist Nebraska. As Brown’s Tennesseans swooped 
into the low spot and tried to ascend the slight rise, the cannoneers began fir- 
ing with the Nebraskans doing likewise, mostly from the left of the regiment. 
“We opened perfect lanes through the underbrush,” artilleryman Barrett re- 
membered during the fifteen-minute fuselage. A Nebraskan remembered the 
same: “we opened fire on them and had about ten or fifteen minutes hard 
work.” Some of the Nebraskans had a better field of fire than others, one not- 
ing, “some of us were down in a hollow and had bushes between them and 
the enemy so that they could not see them. I could see the smoke from their 
pieces through the brush when they first commenced firing on us and always 
blazed away in that particular direction as near as I could. The men on the left 
of our company saw them plainly.” 

Such heavy fire was certainly hard on Brown’s Confederates. One Tennes- 
sean declared that the enemy fire cut “the bushes over our heads and plow[ed] 
up the snow at our feet.” Even so, Graves’s Confederate guns responded 
and the infantry surged ahead but was soon turned back by the massed vol- 
lies of the Nebraskans; they continued their “almost incessant discharge of 
musketry for three-quarters of an hour, the battery continuing its firing at the 
same time,’ Thayer wrote. Meanwhile, he added, “the enemy poured volley 
after volley upon us, but, fortunately, aimed too high to do much execution.” 
Thayer later claimed that Brown had tried three times to take his position, 
but he probably mistook various aspects of the same attack as individual 
assaults. No matter how many advances there were, none succeeded, and a 
wounded Lieutenant Colonel Thomas M. Gordon of the 3rd Tennessee soon 
panicked and ordered his regiment to retreat. Brown re-formed it after only 
a hundred yards or so, but the damage was done; the other regiments also 
fell back in response. By this time other problems also surfaced, such as a 
lack of ammunition as well as flintlocks “coming in contact with the melting 
snow, [having] become too inefficient for use until they could be dried and 
put in proper order.’ Brown’s Tennesseans accordingly fled rearward, and 
Thayer thought momentarily of chasing after them: “nothing but the thick 
underbrush prevented a charge with the bayonet.” He decided against it be- 
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cause of the ground cover, which actually had played into the Confederate 
force’s hands all day. Brigade commander Baldwin noted that in this type of 
terrain where they could close rapidly with the enemy, their smoothbore mus- 
kets with buck and ball and “our rapid loading and firing proves immensely 
destructive and the long-range arms of the enemy lose their superiority.” A 
Tennessean agreed, writing that “our buck & ball cartridges could kill one and 
wound three and as is well known one wounded man takes three out of action 
as it takes two men to help him off the field.” At least one Mississippian was 
convinced in that “the enemy’s fire ranged by the marks of the shot upon the 
trees and bushes from breast height to eight feet. Our fire ranged from half 
leg to above the head in height. We suppose they generally over shot our men 
with their long range guns.”””! 

Pillow soon learned of the halt, writing that his and Buckner’s troops “en- 
gaged the enemy in a hot contest of nearly an hour,” but added significantly, 
“with large forces of fresh troops that had now met us.” Those troops were 
of course Thayer’s and Smith’s brigades from the Union left, and they were 
indeed fresh. Nevertheless, the Confederates managed to re-form a line and 
traded shots with the enemy, many having taken to the ground for protection. 
One Tennessean remembered firing while “falling upon our knees loading in 
the greatest possible haste others would load lying flat upon the snow.” Un- 
fortunately, their flintlocks soon fouled to the point that they stopped working 
altogether, forcing many to pull their rounds and clean the pans before they 
could be used again. Even so, the Federals were impressed, one of Morgan 
Smith’s Indianans writing, “they stood their ground well for a short time 
pouring volley after volley over our heads.’’” 

At the same time, other Confederate brigades also tested the new Federal 
line, primarily farther south. Colonel Simonton led his four regiments forward 
to Buckner’s left, although this brigade never really confronted the enemy but 
did move across scores of wounded and the Federal campsites complete with 
knapsacks and blankets. Simonton wrote, “the enemy had disappeared behind 
the crests of a range of hills about half a mile in our front and in the direction 
of their transports.” He added tellingly, “at this point I was ordered to halt my 
command and await further orders.” Other Confederate commanders said the 
same thing, Colonel Baldwin, who had his horse shot from under him during 
the fighting, writing that he could get no orders from Pillow “except to do the 
best I could.” Simonton took advantage of the lull to resupply his troops with 
ammunition, “chiefly gathered from the slain of the enemy,’ he noted, and 
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re-formed his line. Yet all around lay destruction; Colonel John Gregg of the 
7th Texas noted, “for more than the distance of a mile through the woods the 
earth was strewn with the killed and wounded of the enemy.” Prisoners also 
abounded. One private in the Texas regiment, George Blain, captured Major 
John P. Post of the 8th Illinois.” 

Farther to the left, Drake’s brigade likewise moved up and confronted the 
right of the Union line, mainly Cruft’s brigade as well as the Union hospital 
set up near the Indian Creek road. There, more of a fight occurred, something 
along the lines of Buckner’s and Brown’s advance on the Wynn Ferry Road. 
One Mississippian remembered, “we had just crossed this hollow and begun 
to ascend the projecting point of the hill in front when we were greeted with 
a shower of Minnie balls so sudden that it almost threw our line into confu- 
sion.” The Confederates soon calmed down, and “rapid musketry began now 
on both sides.” Cruft, who was especially concerned about the wounded and 
the surgeons, gave much of his attention to defending the hospital from any 
attack. But it was especially difficult to even see the enemy, Cruft wrote: 
“the deadened leaves of the oak shrubs were almost identical in color with 
the brown jean uniforms of the enemy, and rendered it almost impossible to 
distinguish their line until a fire revealed its locality.” He further noted that 
such a problem caused “a feeling of uncertainty among the men.” Although 
he managed to learn that some of the troops he faced were Roger Hanson’s 
2nd Kentucky and a portion of Forrest’s cavalry to the right, Cruft was never 
able to be sure. The rest were Drake’s brigade farther to the left with the at- 
tached 20th Mississippi on their right. Even with all the firepower, though, 
much less fighting occurred on this Confederate left than along the Wynn 
Ferry Road. There was even a Confederate foray across Bufford Hollow to 
the south, although a small detachment of the 17th Kentucky stopped the 
Confederate exploration, but at the expense of the men’s baggage. Colonel 
John H. McHenry noted, “this engagement was at the place where the regi- 
ment had encamped the night previous, and resulted most disastrously to our 
knapsacks and blankets, which had been left hanging upon the trees.””* 

Numerous other odd experiences occurred as a lull began to settle over the 
battlefield. A singularly strange thing happened in the 48th Tennessee, where 
Andrew Campbell expressed amazement at the enemy fire. He wrote in his 
diary, “we engaged the enemy for some time while iron and hail was falling 
all around from the belching cannon and deadly musket. Our battery, in the 
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meantime, was firing over our heads at the enemy.” Amazingly, Campbell 
spied an old friend even during this cannonade. “Here I met up with my old 
friend Lieut. Joe Love (of Culleoka, Tenn.) and shook hands with him amidst 
a shower of bullets, this being the first time that I had seen him since we 
parted at Camp Maury.” Similarly, farther to the south, the men of the 3rd 
Mississippi watched as a small bird “about the size of a tame pigeon” mean- 
dered in the snow in front of the line. “It would fly a few steps and then alight 
and as we approached it would fly again a few steps and then alight again on 
the ground as before, repeating the same movement a number of times.” 

Others were taking in the horrid sites behind the lines. Many thirsty Con- 
federates found Federal canteens full of ice and water. Others took in the 
morbid sights. While his guns were not in action, Captain John Guy of the 
Virginia battery went exploring. “I next went farther to the left & followed 
the main line along which the Battle had raged from one end to the other,” 
Guy wrote a few weeks later. 


Our own men had there removed most of the Enemy’s wounded, that they had 
not carried off with them as they fell back. But the dead were still lying there in 
Numbers that astonished me, for the duration of the Conflict had not been such as 
to prepare me for such slaughter. It was terrible. The dead lay in every conceiv- 
able position & were shot in every part of the body. Whenever a face was turned 
up to view as many were, its ghastly pallor was rendered more horrid by contrast 
with blood & gaping wounds. The ground was all along strewn with blankets, 
canteens, Haversacks, Knapsacks, guns, cartridge boxes & every kind of equip- 
ment. The trees and saplings were all sacrificed and torn & many of the latter 

cut down, by balls. In one place, where the Battle raged with greatest fierceness, 
where in fact our forces having first driven the Enemy back, were themselves 
forced to retreat a little way & there again drove the Enemy back, I could but 
stop & note the marks of the storm that had passed & repassed over it... . The 
growth was mostly small & it was cut down by the balls, so that it looked some- 
thing like I have seen a thick growth of corn, that had been swept over, & cut 
down & shattered by a severe hail storm. . . . The dead were mostly slain by the 
balls of the infantry, those slain by the Artillery were of course more mangled 

& torn, but were not I thought so horrid to look on as those who [were] killed 

by smaller arms, retained most or all of their features & limbs & thus seemed to 


force on the mind a stronger realization of the scene around him.” 
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A Mississippian similarly described Federals with their heads blown off, 
one “leaving only a little of his chin and the skin under it.” In another case, he 
wrote of a head wound: “his hair and skull lay mangled on the ground with his 
brains scattered over them. The blood had flowed so freely as to make its way 
fifteen or twenty steps down the tracks their artillery had made.’”’ 

Perhaps in part because of such harshness during the fighting, but more so 
because of the new Federal line that lay in front, Buckner and the rest of the 
Confederate commanders called a halt. “In this position I awaited the arrival 
of my artillery and reserves,’ Buckner later wrote, “either to continue the 
pursuit of the enemy or to defend the position I now held, in order that the 
army might pass out on the Forge road, which was now completely covered 
by the position occupied by my division.” He waited in vain. As it turned out, 
Pillow had countermanded orders to some of Buckner’s infantry and artillery, 
not allowing them to support him, Pillow admitting, “I called off the further 
pursuit, after seven and a half hours of continuous and bloody conflict.’ The 
Confederate high-water mark had as a result been achieved in terms of the 
attempt to open the way for escape. Jeremy Gilmer correctly noted, “our suc- 
cess against the right wing was complete.’”® 


Unfortunately for the Confederate effort at Fort Donelson, Pillow was not 
content with just stopping the pursuit. What happened next almost took Buck- 
ner’s breath away. In a case of incompetence that Buckner could not believe, 
Pillow ordered Buckner himself and his troops back into the entrenchments. 
“After the troops were called off from the pursuit,’ Pillow wrote, “orders 
were immediately given to the different commands to form and retire to their 
original position in the intrenchments.” The reason for Pillow’s order would 
be debated for decades, but suffice it to say that because John Floyd had rid- 
den to the far right to check on Colonel Head’s defense, Gideon Pillow made 
the fateful decision of the day. Most significantly, Pillow doomed all chance 
of the Confederate army’s escape. Pillow seemed not to understand that who- 
ever went on the offensive would have a morale advantage and, even worse, 
called for a retreat, thus giving up everything so hard won during the day. 
Significantly, part of what was ultimately given up was the Forge Road, the 
all-important Confederate avenue of escape. A retreat to the entrenchments 
was the death knell for the Confederate army.” 

Buckner quickly rode rearward to find out what was going on. In doing so, 
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he met Floyd and told him what was happening. Floyd “seemed surprised at 
the order,” Buckner related, and asked Buckner what he thought. The Ken- 
tuckian told him in no uncertain terms that he still believed the army should 
escape: “I replied that nothing had occurred to change my views of the neces- 
sity of the evacuation of the post, that the road was open, that the first part of 
our purpose was fully accomplished, and I thought we should at once avail 
ourselves of the existing opportunity to regain our communications.” Floyd 
immediately told Buckner to stop any withdrawal while he went and talked to 
Pillow, who was inside the trenches. Buckner was soon astonished once more 
when word arrived from Floyd to withdraw inside the earthworks.*° 

What happened in the intervening moments as Floyd and Pillow met 
clearly indicated that Floyd had not taken control of the situation. The com- 
mander had ridden to the right just after giving orders to Buckner to hold the 
roads opened by the Confederate attack. His idea was to make sure the right 
was firm and then to march out the left side of the garrison while Buckner 
held the Federals back on the Wynn Ferry Road. Floyd was returning when 
he met Buckner and heard the devastating news. He angrily confronted Pil- 
low: “General Pillow, what have we been fighting all day for? Certainly not to 
show our powers, but solely to secure the Wynn’s Ferry Road [Forge Road], 
and now after securing it, you order it to be given up.” Floyd could of course 
protest all he wanted, but the withdrawal was already happening and the pre- 
cious ground gained so bloodily during the morning was already being given 
up. “This movement was nearly executed before I was aware of it,” Floyd 
wrote despondently, adding that because of the timing involved, nothing was 
left but to resume the defense of the trenches. A distraught Colonel Hanson 
realized the gravity of the movement: “up to this period the success was 
complete.”>! 

Bushrod Johnson later gave an explanation from his vantage point. He had 
pushed the Confederate left (Drake’s brigade, the 20th Mississippi, as well 
as Forrest’s cavalry) up toward the final Union line, confronting Cruft’s bri- 
gade. He deliberated about what to do next but saw no real chance of making 
much progress without additional troops. “Observing the enemy in force in 
front and no troops supporting us on our right,” Johnson sent an aide to ask 
for reinforcements. The courier returned with orders for Johnson to “report 
in person to the commanding general within our defensive works.” A stunned 
Johnson rode to Floyd inside the trenches and there offered his views that 
the enemy should once more be attacked. He was stunned to hear that Pil- 
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low and Floyd were thinking of retreat. “After slight discussion,” Johnson 
remembered, Floyd ordered him to keep Drake’s brigade as a rear guard, or 
in Johnson’s words “displayed before the enemy,” while the rest of the troops 
returned to the trenches. A shocked Johnson could only ride back to the bri- 
gade and follow orders.” 

Almost everyone who heard the order was dumfounded. The 3rd Tennes- 
see’s Major Cheairs balked at Pillow’s order, arguing to Pillow himself that 
Buckner had told him to hold out. An incensed Pillow “rose in his stirrups & 
said ‘I am Genl in command of the forces of Donalson. Obey my order.’”’ The 
regiment fell back but broke apart in the confusion; Cheairs remembered that 
even he and Brown “could not arrest [the retreat] until they fell back some 
two or three hundred yards.” For his part, Forrest was incredulous, writing 
that they had “opened three different roads by which we might have retired 
if the generals had, as was deemed best in the council the night before, or- 
dered the retreat of the army.” Colonel Joseph B. Palmer of the 18th Tennes- 
see similarly remembered that when news of the retreat came, “I was every 
moment expecting to receive orders to march my regiment, together with 
the balance of our troops, in the direction of Nashville.” Colonel Edward C. 
Cook of the 32nd Tennessee related the same feelings: “at this moment we 
felt satisfied that the Wynn’s Ferry road [Forge Road] was clear and the way 
back to Nashville open; that fortune had smiled upon us, and that we ought 
to prove to her we were worthy of her favors.” Instead, orders came to man 
the trenches once more.”” 

Most of the brigades reentered the Confederate works that afternoon, leav- 
ing only Drake’s brigade and the 20th Mississippi as a rear guard. The troops 
brought with them many of the wounded. One Tennessean remembered am- 
bulances bringing numerous wounded Confederates inside the works during 
the lull provided by the lack of a Union attack. “As it passed through the 
gap in the breastwork where the ground was very rough,” noted the soldier, 
“the careless driver urged his horses forward. The vehicle passed over with 
a severe jolt and the cries and groans of the poor, mangled sufferers were 
heart-rending.””** 

It was only adding insult to injury, much like what was happening with the 
Confederate army as a whole. 


Gideon Pillow later tried to cover over his glaring blunder, writing, “we 
had accomplished our object, but it occupied the whole day, and before we 
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could prepare to leave, after taking in the wounded and dead, the enemy had 
thrown around us again in the night an immense force of fresh troops and 
reoccupied his original position in the line of investment, thus again cut- 
ting off our retreat.” In truth, the Confederate army could very well have 
marched out that afternoon. Many men and much material would have been 
lost, but the chance was there even if the Confederate high command had not 
taken advantage of it. One Confederate succinctly summed up the situation 
when he wrote, “our Generals were so elated over our victory that they lost 
their heads.” His story was corroborated by a staff officer who reported Pil- 
low “riding about Donelson exclaiming: ‘Another Manassas defeat! Another 
Manassas defeat!’’’ Confederate artillery captain John Guy similarly noted in 
his journal, “the general opinion among the Colonels seemed to be that Genl. 
Pillow was so elated with the success of the attack, that he abandoned the idea 
of retreating.” Another was less generous, although he tempered his words 
somewhat, writing, “his head was turned with the victory just gained, & he 
was too short sighted afoot to see that it was entirely thrown away unless we 
used it to escape.» 

A major debate took place later over what had actually been said in the 
council the night before, and whether Pillow was at fault for not having his 
men loaded and prepared to march, as Buckner had clearly understood was 
supposed to be the case. Later, Pillow said that “General Buckner seems to 
have understood it differently.” But he insisted, “I solemnly aver before God 
that I never understood it to be the purpose, object, or determination of the 
general officers, or of any of them, to march in retreat from the battlefield if 
we won it.” Pillow even had several officers later make statements on his be- 
half, including Nathan Bedford Forrest. The cavalryman wrote in contradic- 
tion to his other statements, “nothing was said about our retreating from the 
field. No order was given to that effect and no preparation was made for that 
purpose; no suggestion was made of that character and no such determina- 
tion arrived at.” Bushrod Johnson likewise came to Pillow’s defense, writing, 


the plans and preparations necessary to commence the retreat, after the way 

was opened, or the circumstances which should determine exactly when it 
should commence, were not settled more definitely than indicated in general 
terms. ... How and when the retreat should begin was not determined in confer- 
ence, and these were clearly things to be determined at a subsequent period. 
There was no proposition made in the conference to retreat from the battle-field 


and no determination made to do so. 
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Jeremy Gilmer also backed Pillow, writing that none of the issues of num- 
bers of rations prepared, taking blankets and knapsacks, order of march on 
the retreat, or those manning the advance and rear was discussed. Even so, 
Pillow’s biographers concede that the blame for the confusion should rest on 
his shoulders as he was “‘the briefing officer” at the council the night before.*° 

While Pillow made a terrible decision, he admittedly had been caught with 
no good choices. He could not go forward and he could not hold his lines 
outside the trenches, especially as he and others could see additional Union 
reserves moving toward them. Gilmer correctly noted that “it was a choice of 
evils,” but Pillow certainly chose badly. One Confederate gave him the ben- 
efit of the doubt by writing, “Gen. Pillow was overconfident or incompetent, 
either of which was fatal to us.” Yet if there was a time for the Confederates 
to make an escape attempt, it was late in the afternoon on February 15. Lew 
Wallace, no stranger to controversy himself, concluded, “it must be evident 
that he should have made the effort.” And although not known to the Con- 
federates, Grant was away until after noon and no Union pursuit would have 
been likely anyway.”’ 

Pillow cannot shoulder all the blame, however. Also at fault was John 
Floyd, who as commander at Fort Donelson should have been in a position 
to make sure the chief objective of the operation was being carried out. Not 
being in control allowed his prickly and humiliated subordinate to take com- 
mand, as had been happening all along. This time, Pillow’s decision meant 
life or death to the Confederate garrison. At the least, there should never have 
been any confusion about what was to happen. It was Floyd’s duty to make 
sure that all of the generals had specific instructions regarding the plan, which 
Buckner and Pillow most certainly did not. As a result it falls to Floyd’s sys- 
temic lack of leadership as well as Pillow’s terrible decision to explain the 
Confederate failure.*® 

One Confederate succinctly summed up the command situation years later, 
writing: 


the Senior General arrived at the eleventh hour, and seems to have been lacking 
in disposition, or in power to hold his second in due subjection. The latter had 
been on the ground for about a week; he was full of energy and physical activity, 
and possessed rare executive ability. He was restless under restraint, probably 
prone to insubordination, and it was almost impossible for him to yield his scep- 
ter to a new comer. He gave orders affecting the whole army without any known 


rebuke or remonstrance from his chief.*? 
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Ulysses S. Grant also described the Confederate chaos. In his memoirs, he 
later claimed that he took the actions he did because he was able to read 
both Pillow and Floyd. He had known Pillow in Mexico and “judged that 
with any force, no matter how small, I could march up to within gunshot of 
any intrenchments he was given to hold.” That had certainly been the case 
on February 12, although Pillow had been at Cumberland City during those 
critical hours. Grant also commented on Floyd, writing, “I knew Floyd was in 
command, but he was no soldier, and I judged that he would yield to Pillow’s 
pretensions.” Whether Grant wrote from hindsight or actually knew those 
personalities at the time is somewhat debatable, but in those detailed depic- 
tions Grant described both Floyd and Pillow perfectly.” 

As a result, all those lives were lost and the wounded mangled in vain be- 
cause of the theatrics of two of the Confederacy’s most incompetent generals. 
Putting Floyd and Pillow together at Fort Donelson was a recipe for disaster, 
and in that sense Albert Sidney Johnston must also bear some blame for the 
Confederate fiasco at Fort Donelson. 


14 


“THE ONE WHO ATTACKS First Now 





WILL BE VICTORIOUS” 


Into the mass of Federal brigades that were in the process of repelling an 
equally disfigured mass of Confederate brigades strode perhaps the most im- 
portant arrival on the Federal right, Ulysses S. Grant. While his presence was 
not that inspiring, one beaten Federal writing that “he is a savage looking oll 
cuss,” his determination made up for any other shortcoming. He rode onto 
the battlefield complete with one of Foote’s cigars, which would portend a 
later fatal switch from a pipe. He was encouraged that his division command- 
ers had a new line formed and were ready and seemingly eager to fight once 
more. Still, a defensive attitude hung over the army and it showed no inclina- 
tion to attack. It was even evident in his division commanders. Grant rode up 
to Lew Wallace and McClernand, who had just had a laugh together over a 
shell that flew over their heads “not more than a yard above us.” As soon as 
they saw Grant, both “gave him instant attention.” He “seemed irritated and 
bothered” to Wallace, and McClernand did not help matters by observing, 
“this army wants a head.” To this, the perturbed but restrained Grant replied, 
“it seems so.” Others thought so as well, one [linoisan writing that for most 
of the battle the army was like “a decapitated snake, we were all tail and no 
head.” Fortunately, Grant could look past the egotistical comments to what 
really mattered. He later described how the men complained of being without 
ammunition, yet there “was an abundance of ammunition near by lying on the 
ground in boxes.” He described how “I saw the men standing in knots talking 
in the most excited manner.” Obviously, the men wanted to be led.! 

Grant had to hurriedly decide what to do. He told the division command- 
ers that Foote was withdrawing and they would have to form a new line and 
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even “throw up works” while they waited, obviously in conformity with his 
decision the day before to slow down and lay formal siege to Fort Donelson. 
The first step in that process was to form a defensive line around the enemy, 
from which later approaches could be built. Then Grant received informa- 
tion that changed his thought process, and it was here that he made his most 
tangible impact on the battle: Grant realized that if the Federal brigades were 
this fought out, so also must be the Confederates. He wrote as early as Febru- 
ary 16 that after realizing the enemy was not taking advantage of his victory, 
“that equal confusion and possibly greater demoralization existed with him 
[the enemy].” He intended to take full advantage of it. 

Then further information spurred him to an altogether greater realization. 
When Wallace and McClernand informed Grant that the Confederate escape 
route was open and that some of the enemy had their knapsacks and blankets 
with them, Grant changed his thinking entirely. Wallace noted that his “face, 
already congested with cold, reddened perceptibly, and his lower jaw set upon 
the other.” Grant’s determination was coming out. Wallace later wrote, “in 
every great man’s career there is a crisis exactly similar to that which now 
overtook General Grant, and it cannot be better described than as a crucial 
test of his nature.” Viewing the situation, Grant began to put two and two to- 
gether—that the Confederates were trying to force back the Union right wing 
to escape. More reports of Confederates carrying their knapsacks, blankets, 
and haversacks with them confirmed such a notion, and Grant realized he was 
not dealing with a set-piece battle fighting for the upper hand. He was dealing 
with a Confederate escape attempt.’ 

Realizing the gravity of the situation, as well as its possibilities, the deci- 
sive Grant ordered an offensive across the board. Flushed with concern and 
crumbling papers in his hand, he immediately ordered McClernand and Wal- 
lace: “gentlemen, the position on the right must be retaken,” adding that he 
would go and order Smith to attack as well. Turning to Webster, he told him, 
“the one who attacks first now will be victorious and the enemy will have to 
be in a hurry if he gets ahead of me.” It was the perfect decision. On the Union 
right, at worst he could stall the Confederate advance permanently, but he 
hoped he could also retake the lost ground and slam shut the open door, if, that 
is, the Confederates had not already marched out of the trap. He also realized 
that if such a mass attack had occurred on the Federal right, Floyd must have 
weakened the rest of his defenses to create it, so the rest of the lines must be 
correspondingly weaker. While that was not true everywhere, especially on 
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Heiman’s front, where the same contingent of troops still defended the area 
unsuccessfully assaulted on February 13, it certainly was the case farther to 
the Union left, where Buckner had turned over the defense to a small force. If 
Grant could attack and gain entrance to Fort Donelson, a victory might still be 
won quickly. If he could do that while closing the door on the right and keep- 
ing the Confederate army trapped inside, it might mean a truly momentous 
triumph.’ 

Grant accordingly ordered offensive operations all along the lines, “to 
press upon enemy at all point[s],” McClernand staff officer Mason Brayman 
wrote in his memorandum book. Grant himself rode along the lines and told 
Webster to call out to the men that the Confederates were trying to escape 
and not to let them. “This acted like a charm,” Grant later wrote, adding: 
“the men only wanted some one to give them a command.” When he reached 
Smith’s position, he similarly told his former commandant, “General Smith 
all has failed on our right— You must take Fort Donelson.” One aide noted 
that “Smith sprung to his feet and brushing his moustache with his right hand 
said ‘I will do it.’” It was a significant moment; for the first time that day there 
was a cohesive command of Union operations, coordinating efforts all across 
the board. Others realized the importance, McClernand writing, “your arrival 
gave promise that the general wish to advance would soon be gratified.” 

Not forgetting the asset he had in the US navy, Grant also sent word to 
Foote that 


if all the gunboats that can will immediately make their appearance to the enemy 
it may secure us a victory. Otherwise all may be defeated. A terrible conflict 
ensued in my absence, which has demoralized a portion of my command, and I 
think the enemy is much more so. .. . I do not expect the gunboats to go into ac- 


tion, but to make appearance and throw a few shells at long range. 


Grant’s curious note to Foote that afternoon perhaps betrayed Grant’s uneasi- 
ness. After all, he would have been extremely embarrassed had the Confeder- 
ates been able to break out since he had told Halleck over and over that he 
had the enemy hemmed in. Whether Grant really believed the potential was 
there to be defeated is unclear, but he indicated his thinking by also telling 
the navy, “I must order a charge to save appearances.” Obviously, Grant was 
wotried to some degree.® 

Although Foote had already departed, Commander Benjamin Dove was 
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now in charge of the flotilla and Grant’s message changed his plans. The 
naval contingent had heard the fighting but was not involved, rather burying 
their dead in a field north of the river. Walke read “the Episcopal service on 
board the Carondelet, under our flag at half-mast’” before the sailors moved 
the bodies to land for burial. As they were doing so, “a Roman Catholic priest 
appeared, and his services being accepted, he read the prayers for the dead.” 
All the while, the battle seemed to be raging more and more furiously, and 
closer, throughout the day. Grant’s note only confirmed the fact. “It seemed 
of so much importance for us to keep up a show of force,” Dove wrote, that 
he canceled one gunboat’s departure and went aboard the heavily damaged 
Carondelet to check on its availability. Finding that it “could not well be 
moved,” Dove utilized the St. Louis and the Louisville, with the former shell- 
ing the Confederate water batteries.’ 

The naval bombardment certainly aided the land effort. Lew Wallace later 
admitted, “I recollect yet the positive pleasure the sounds gave me... how 
well timed his attack was, if, as I made no doubt, it was made to assist General 
Smith and myself.’ Even more significantly, it was the first coordinated effort 
all across the board for the Union forces at Fort Donelson.° 


The goal of the attack by the Union right was to slam the door on any Confed- 
erate escape. By retaking the lost ground and closing once again on Dudley’s 
Hill and Lick Creek, McClernand and Wallace could prevent further Confed- 
erate movement. Once Grant had the enemy hemmed in, he could again slow 
down and implement siege operations if need be, this time obviously more 
wary of a Confederate breakout attempt and thus entrenching fully. Having 
accomplished this, Grant could then await the gunboats, as he had planned 
earlier. But for all that to happen, the escape route had to be solidly shut once 
more, and until the Federals on the right moved forward, no one knew if that 
was possible. For all the Federals knew, the Confederates could even then be 
marching out the Forge Road with the majority of their troops.’ 

Fortunately for Grant, he had the bulk of the Union army on this eastern 
half of the battlefield. A full seven of the army’s nine brigades were east of 
Indian Creek, although McArthur’s re-formed units would be sent later in the 
afternoon back to the west side to rejoin Smith’s division. In fact, Grant had 
so many brigades on this east side that he did not utilize them all in the coun- 
terattack to retake the lost ground. He could pick and choose which brigades 
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to send, or let his division commanders do so, and they had fully enough 
troops to do the job even though the bulk of the Confederate army was on that 
flank as well.'® 

Grant soon issued the necessary formal orders to get the troops moving on 
the eastern side. While indications of a similar movement could be heard to 
the west toward Smith’s division, McClernand reported that “Colonel Web- 
ster... brought your order to press upon the enemy at all points.” Lew Wal- 
lace remembered, “General Grant rode up the hill and ordered an advance and 
attack on the enemy’s left, while General Smith attacked their right.” 

Given the thrashing McClernand’s brigades had taken during the morn- 
ing, McClernand asked Wallace to take the lead. Wallace remembered Mc- 
Clernand telling him, “the road ought to be recovered—Grant is right about 
that. But, Wallace, you know I am not ready to undertake it.” Wallace gladly 
obliged. McClernand therefore kept Oglesby’s brigade in the vicinity of the 
Wynn Ferry Road while sending Will Wallace’s to the left to cover the Indian 
Creek valley. McArthur’s three regiments marched back to Smith’s division 
west of the creek, so the only force under McClernand’s command that made 
an advance was Ross’s newly reinstituted brigade consisting of the 17th and 
49th Illinois. McClernand reported that Lew Wallace “requested” that he send 
troops to support his forces, and McClernand sent this small brigade as well 
as the 46th and 58th Illinois of Thayer’s brigade. The rest of Thayer’s brigade 
likewise remained in place on the Wynn Ferry Road, although a couple of 
Oglesby’s regiments, the 8th and 18th Illinois, moved forward to the high 
ground facing Heiman’s position between Indian Creek and Erin Hollow.” 

Ross was accordingly the main element of McClernand’s division to move 
forward, and he met very little resistance as Buckner’s Confederates had al- 
ready withdrawn by that time. The Illinoisans nevertheless retook the west- 
ernmost portions of the Wynn Ferry Road ridge, as far as the earlier position 
of Taylor’s and McAllister’s batteries (Brown’s Tennesseans had already re- 
moved the two guns). The only resistance prior to reaching the Confederate 
defenses on Ross’s front consisted of “straggling parties of the enemy.” Once 
the Confederate trenches were reached, however, skirmishers sent forward 
over the hill “drew from them a heavy discharge of grape, canister, and shrap- 
nel.” For protection, Ross wisely ordered his regiments to hold a position 
“about twenty paces behind the summit.”’!? 

More fighting occurred to the Union right. Actually leading the way on 
Lew Wallace’s front was Morgan Smith’s brigade of C. F. Smith’s division. 
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Normally, a wayward brigade of another division would not get much lime- 
light, but this was Lew Wallace’s old brigade until just a couple of days ago, 
with his old regiment of Indianans, so they were special to him and hence 
garnered a major part of the action. In fact, they cheered him loudly, and 
Wallace was just as enthused with the sight of his old brigade and officers, 
writing of Colonel Smith: “all through the conflict I could see him ride to and 
fro, and could hear his voice, clear as a bugle’s, and as long as I heard it I 
knew the regiments were safe and their victory sure.” Wallace also wrote that 
he knew their Zouave tactics would be well fitted to the terrain and that “my 
confidence in Smith and in George F. McGinnis, colonel of the 11th [Indiana], 
was implicit.” Wallace even sat with the brigade in the early moments of the 
attack, ready to send them forward but waiting on Smith “to light a cigar.” 
Once done, Wallace bellowed, “Forward it is, then!’’ Smith led the brigade 
forward with the 8th Missouri in the lead, the 11th Indiana farther to the rear 
and left. Bickering had developed within the brigade as to who would lead 
the way, and Smith reported that “the gallant Eleventh Indiana would have 
gladly been in the lead, but kindly yielded to their brothers, the Eighth Mis- 
souri, with the understanding that it opens the ball on the next occasion, for 
which it is patiently waiting.’ 

The attack promptly moved forward, one Indianan writing that “our Regt 
and 8th Mo. Fixed bayonets and took at them in warlike style.” Smith met 
more resistance than Ross because Simonton’s brigade was still near its final 
position, but retiring to the entrenchments and, farther to the south, Drake’s 
brigade, along with the 20th Mississippi and Forrest’s cavalry, was the rear 
guard to cover Pillow’s withdrawal. Other Confederate brigades were also 
encountered during the advance, but they provided little resistance as they 
were in the process of marching back toward the entrenchments, leaving 
Drake’s regiments to fend for themselves. One soldier in the 4th Mississippi 
related that his regiment “stood there for more than an hour when the enemy 
came in sight and we were in great danger of being cut off.”” Major William 
N. Brown of the 20th Mississippi on Drake’s far right explained a little more: 
“the regiments on my right very soon commenced retiring to the intrench- 
ments; I did not learn by whose order or for what purpose.”’’° 

Smith reported that he “stormed the hill on which the enemy were posted,” 
but failed to mention that most of the Confederates were gone by then. He en- 
countered only skirmishers from Simonton’s brigade, although some resisted 
the advance and provided a few close calls for the Missourians. Smith himself 
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had his cigar shot near his lips, whereupon he took out another and called for 
a light. A soldier ran and lit it, and Smith responded, “Thank you. Take your 
place now. We are almost up.” Smith also explained the novel situation when 
at times his own skirmishers and those of the enemy were “occupying each 
side of the same tree for cover.” A few losses occurred, including Captain 
George B. Swarthout of the 8th Missouri, Smith relating: “in his efforts to 
keep his men under cover he forgot himself, and received two rifle bullets, 
either of which would have killed him instantly.” Smith’s Indianans and Mis- 
sourians took a few prisoners as they moved diagonally toward the Wynn 
Ferry Road, enough for Smith to place the Ist and 3rd Mississippi, the 8th 
Kentucky, and a regiment of Texans he misnamed. They also took three flags 
from Mississippi, Texas, and Tennessee regiments. Sadly, as they were being 
moved to the rear, some of the prisoners were killed by Confederate artillery 
fire. Obviously, Simonton’s brigade faced his advance, although the bulk of 
the troops fell back to the entrenchments without becoming engaged. It was 
a good thing, as much of Smith’s path was cleared, the only defining features 
being “outcropping ledges of rock” and underbrush. He noted that his losses 
were small, “owing to the admirable manner in which all orders were ex- 
ecuted and the perfect confidence that existed between the officers and men, 
the officers all vying with each other in accomplishing their object with the 
least possible loss of their brave men.’’!® 

Although Wallace gave the choice assignment to his old brigade, even 
spinning that it led the advance and Cruft supported it, the advancing brigade 
of his own division did the hardest fighting. Cruft’s brigade stood to Smith’s 
right and advanced at nearly the same time, all its Indiana and Kentucky regi- 
ments in a line despite Wallace’s order to form by columns of regiments, as 
Smith had done. Wallace rode among his troops as they surged ahead, telling 
them of the danger and being answered with “cries of ‘Forward!’ ‘Forward!’” 
A portion of Dickey’s 4th [linois Cavalry followed behind at Cruft’s insis- 
tence, but despite encountering Drake’s line, they were not needed." 

While Smith’s brigade moved across open rocky terrain, Cruft’s advanced 
up a wooded area with thick underbrush against the enemy line of battle 
“distinctly visible on the hill-side,” according to Wallace. The Confederate 
fire from Drake’s brigade alerted Wallace to their position and strength, and 
he later marveled at the musketry on Cruft’s front: “the woods through which 
he was moving seemed actually to crackle with musketry.” Cruft’s regiments 
nevertheless moved forward along a road leading into the Wynn Ferry Road, 
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the 44th Indiana behind the Missourians of Smith’s brigade. The rest of the 
brigade fanned out to the right, the extreme right turning and flanking Drake’s 
Confederates, as Cruft described it, “in a line at a right angle to the main 
advance.” In a singularly poignant moment, at one point the 17th Kentucky 
of Cruft’s brigade confronted Colonel Roger Hanson’s detached 2nd Ken- 
tucky of the Confederate army. One Kentuckian in Cruft’s line noted that the 
regiment made “three desperate charges with the bayonet, the third one being 
successful.” He later termed it a “hard, hard fight.”’® 

Drake’s Confederate brigade, acting as the rear guard, was obviously not 
big enough to cover enough ground to keep from being flanked, and Bushrod 
Johnson recognized as much very quickly. He had already learned that the 
far Confederate right near Hickman Creek was under attack and requesting 
reinforcements, so he correctly predicted that no support would be sent to aid 
his defense even if called for. The only sizable force he had to send to Drake’s 
aid was Forrest’s cavalry, which he did. But even Forrest was wary of this 
fight, and soon reported to Johnson that he had advised Drake to retreat." 

There would be quite a firefight before he did so, however. Drake was soon 
swamped by the advancing regiments of Cruft’s brigade, even as Morgan 
Smith’s troops to the left followed up Simonton’s withdrawal and turned that 
flank as well. The initial meeting on Drake’s front was extremely loud, from 
both musketry and yelling soldiers, particularly the 44th Indiana. Cruft de- 
scribed it as “‘a sharp and desperate fight of a few minutes’ duration [and] the 
hill was carried by storm, and the enemy, with tremendous cheers, driven up 
to and within his breastworks.” It was not quite that simple in reality, and it 
took some Herculean efforts by the officers to lead the men up the steep hill. 
Colonel Hugh B. Reed dismounted and took a position in front of the regi- 
ment, a pistol in each hand. He led them forward through the bullets with the 
simple command, “Come on.” Major Fred Arn of the 31st Indiana similarly 
described “the storm of iron which raked the bushes and plowed the ground 
around them.” Consequently, Drake did not go quietly and easily but maneu- 
vered for a bit until Major Brown of the 20th Mississippi reported Federals 
turning their right and getting in their rear. Drake shifted to the right and rear 
to counter this threat, but he could do little and continually fell back. By late 
afternoon, many of Drake’s companies were out of ammunition, and the rear 
guard itself quit and marched back to the trenches.” 

A wounded Federal, First Lieutenant James Churchill of the 11th Illinois, 
described the overall effect well. Although terribly wounded in the leg and 
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hip and unable to move, he had conversed with several Confederate surgeons 
who told him, “to tell you the truth, we haven’t the facilities to get our own 
men off. We are taking as prisoners now only those of you we think will live. 
If I can return and take you, I will.’ Churchill had just finished conversing 
with a Confederate about weaponry, the Southerner even giving him his gun 
for examination, when he “heard heavy musket firing in the rear.”’ He went on 
to describe: “it drew nearer me by degrees when suddenly I saw a large num- 
ber of Confederate infantry passing by, many directly over me. I held up my 
hand and none stepped on me. They were immediately followed by the “blue 
coats.’” Almost miraculously, Churchill recognized an officer and asked him 
who they were, to which the officer responded, “the 8th Missouri and 11th 
Indiana.” The Federals did not remain long as the Confederates “passed down 
the ravine below me, and over the rise on the opposite side.” Some of Smith’s 
troops, topping the hill and realizing they now confronted the Confederate 
entrenchments, fell back under cover of the ridge. Churchill was caught in the 
middle but somehow survived.*! 

The bulk of the Federal brigades followed Drake’s retreat almost blindly, 
Wallace later writing “that we were moving in the direction of the fort I knew 
rather as a surmise than a fact.” Then Wallace described how “the situation re- 
vealed itself” as the division pressed on; topping the ridge on which the Wynn 
Ferry Road ran, Cruft and Smith met a massive force of artillery fire from the 
Confederate outer works. Like the others to the left, Cruft met “‘a terrible fire 
of grape, shrapnel, and shells,’ reported Major Fred Arn of the 31st Indiana. 
One of Smith’s Indianan’s related how “we followed them up till we came 
within 75 yds of their rifle pits when they opened fire on us with . . . artillery, 
and we fell back about 50 yards, behind a rise to get out of range of their 
artillery.” A Missourian admitted, “the way the shell, grape and canister flew 
around us was far from pleasant, I assure you.” 

Even so, the Union troops basked in the fact that they once again fronted 
the Confederate outer defenses, one Illinoisan declaring that the enemy was 
“sent back to their intrenchments howling.” A Missourian who had not felt 
a tinge of panic in the fighting now admitted, “I commenced feeling a little 
excited and considerable nervous and [ must confess a little scared for I then 
had time to realize what I had come through and how wonderfully my life 
had been preserved.” The momentous results likewise began to dawn on all 
involved. It was certainly worth all the suffering inflicted as the Union line 
on the right had been restored. Of course, just the opposite reality dawned on 
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the Confederate side, where John Floyd dejectedly sighed: “we had to submit 
to the mortification of seeing the ground which we had won by such a severe 
conflict in the morning reoccupied by the enemy before midnight.” 


I Grant’s offensive on the Union right brought magnificent results in shut- 
ting the trap once more on the Confederates, the attack on the left similarly 
brought major dividends. Grant used the majority of his army against the 
Confederate escape route, but he also held back a significant portion on the 
west side of Indian Creek to assault there as well. Recognizing that an attack 
by the Confederate left had to weaken other portions of the line, particularly 
the Confederate right, Grant anxiously sent Smith’s division forward at the 
same time Wallace and McClernand moved out. The results would be just as 
significant on the Union left.” 

The soldiers of Smith’s division spent the morning of February 15 qui- 
etly, recovering from another long night of cold. Brigade commander John 
Cook remembered that the regiments had “been permitted to fall back by 
companies out of range of the enemy’s guns to cook their breakfast and thaw 
their frozen clothes.” Jacob Lauman received two letters from his wife while 
awaiting action, written days ago of course, in which she congratulated him 
on his comfortable quarters in Smithland. “I had to laugh,” he wrote back, 
“when for two nights I had been camped under a tree, and it raining and snow- 
ing on me, without a tent.” Despite the misery, the men listened intently to 
what was occurring to the east, James Parrott commanding the 7th Iowa writ- 
ing his wife, “we were for some time held in suspense on our wing.” Although 
snow had a tendency to shroud the sound, Smith’s Union troops could tell that 
the fighting was growing closer to them throughout the morning and early 
afternoon. Yet Smith himself wrote that “under the orders of the commanding 
general the division remained quiet, .. . except to keep up the annoyance by 
skirmishers and slow artillery fire.” 

That all changed around 2:00 PM, roughly the same time that Grant sent 
Wallace forward on the right. Smith recalled that around that time, “I received 
the general’s personal order to assault the enemy’s right, a half mile or more 
from my habitual position.” Smith eagerly went to work planning, Grant writ- 
ing that he did so “in an incredibly short time.” Smith ordered Cook’s and 
Lauman’s brigades to move forward with heavy lines of skirmishers proceed- 
ing them. The artillery was also ordered “to open heavily.” More than that, 
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Smith planned the actual assault in minute detail, unlike the bold thrust on 
the right. Smith desired Lauman’s brigade to make the advance in column of 
regiments, led by the 2nd Iowa, “on the left of the position attacked by us on 
the previous Thursday,” Lauman noted. Smith had to do much of the prepa- 
ratory work himself because he had only a few staff officers, and he did not 
fully trust them, saying he had “‘little fancy for constantly playing dry nurse to 
the staff officers.” He even noted, “IJ am my own staff officer.” Smith conse- 
quently rode up to the 2nd Iowa and shouted, “I want this Regt. to carry that 
fort, yonder, at the point of the bayonet and without firing a gun until you get 
inside of their works. You will be well supported, a whole brigade will follow 
at your heels.” The Iowans were excited, one having noted, “the 2d Iowa has 
performed nearly all kinds of military service except fighting.” Now they had 
their chance, and Colonel James Tuttle shouted, “now, my bully boys, give 
them cold steel. Do not fire a gun until you have got on the inside, then give 
them h—1!” The rest of the regiments were indeed to support the Iowans, 
and Cook’s brigade was likewise to advance, all being ordered to “rely on 
the bayonet and not to fire a shot until the enemy’s ranks were broken.” Still, 
it was clear that the Iowans were to be the point of the assault, Smith even 
dividing the regiment into left and right wings, the left in front and the right 
in rear, he himself accompanying the right section. One Iowan noted that the 
regiment attacked “by battalions because there was no room for reg to go in 
so they had to go by battalion.””° 

While Grant had a hunch that the Confederate defenses in this area would 
be weak, he had no idea just how indefensible they really were. A total of 
three companies of the 30th Tennessee under Major James J. Turner manned 
that section of works, which until that morning had been defended by the 2nd 
Kentucky, while the rest of the regiment under Colonel Head defended the 
line toward Porter’s and Graves’s former positions, where John C. Brown’s 
entire brigade had recently manned the line. Major Turner soon heard the 
ruckus of the forming attack and “rode to a point overlooking our works, and 
could see the enemy in two lines, and numbering several thousand, moving 
rapidly upon us.” The Tennesseans quickly opened fire and had some effect 
as the Iowans began to advance. “They held their position with great gal- 
lantry,” Colonel Head noted of his few Tennesseans, “pouring a destructive 
fire into the ranks of the enemy.””’ 

They were obviously no match for the Federals. “Right gallantly was the 
duty performed,” Smith later remembered, comparing the charge to “any of 
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the charges of Napoleon’s “Old Guard.’”’ He was particularly fascinated with 
the Iowan’s conduct but berated them until he was hoarse in old-military 
style: “Damn you gentlemen, I see skulkers, I’ll have none here. Come on, 
you volunteers, come on. This is your chance. You volunteered to be killed 
for love of country, and now you can be. You are only damned volunteers. I’m 
only a soldier, and don’t want to be killed, but you came to be killed and now 
you can be.” The line thus moved forward over the scene of the attack two 
days before, prompting one Iowan, Peter Wilson, to note, “we came up over 
the same ground and the sight of so many dead and wounded was shocking. 
The smell of powder was strong and seemed to have the effect of making me 
[men] feel as though they did not care.” Some cared perhaps too much. That 
same Iowan noted that in their first attack two days before, they did not know 
enough to be scared, but admitted, “the second time I was somewhat excited 
before we got into the battle but when we got among the balls my nerves were 
as calm as they are at present.” Indeed, battle had a way of determining who 
was brave. Wilson wrote, “it is disgraceful to see some of our greatest fist-cuff 
rowdies running away into the timber and not coming back until the battle is 
over, then hold up their heads and try to make a joke of it.’”*® 

This was no joke, of course. Colonel James Tuttle led the left wing of 
companies B, C, G, K, and F, Smith describing them as moving “steadily 
over the open space, down the ravine, and up the rough ground, covered with 
heavy timber, in unbroken line, regardless of the fire poured into it.” The 
Iowans faced a rail fence at the bottom of the ravine, a short span of open 
timber, and then the band of felled trees. Turner’s Confederate defenders fired 
into the column as they reached the bottom of the hill, but Iowan William 
Holden noted the regiment “answered it with a deafening shout’ and contin- 
ued forward without firing. The abatis caused more confusion, one Federal 
remarking, “it looked too thick for a rabbit to get through.” Future presiden- 
tial candidate James B. Weaver noted that because of the abatis, which he said 
“the enemy had felled in wild confusion,” only half the regiment was sent in 
the first wave: “it was enough to sacrifice.” Lauman similarly described how 
Tuttle led the Iowans “without firing a gun, up to and charged into the rebels’ 
works, driving the enemy before him and planting the colors on their forti- 
fications.” Slightly behind, the right wing under Lieutenant Colonel James 
Baker was just as brave, although Baker had a ball pass through his cap, 
exiting near his temple. Smith reported that these companies moved just as 
gallantly and soon joined the right wing near the top of the ridge on which the 
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Confederate line sat. Not surprisingly, there were casualties, including Tuttle 
“taking a ball through his glove and cuff.” Major Norton P. Chipman fell in 
the advance but “refused to be carried from the field, but waved his sword 
and exhorted the men to press forward.” He shouted to them, “forward my 
brave boys. We will gain the fort yet.” A couple of captains also went down, 
Charles C. Cloutman killed instantly, but Captain Jonathan S. Slaymaker, af- 
ter being mortally wounded, kept waving his sword and “shouting to his men 
to go forward and consummate the work.” Smith was obviously impressed; 
“the movement of this regiment was a very handsome exhibition of soldierly 
conduct,” he wrote approvingly.” 

Particularly impressive was the regiment’s color guard in the heavy fire 
that Weaver described so well: “all around us and amongst us flew the mis- 
siles of death and all around and on every side of us men were falling in the 
agonies of death.” Allin the color guard were hit. First was the color sergeant, 
Henry B. Doolittle, who was hit four times and terribly wounded. Corporal 
Garfield S. Page grabbed the colors but was immediately killed, whereupon 
Corporal James H. Churcher fell at the trenches with a broken arm. Corporal 
Voltaire Twombly took the colors but was immediately hit by a spent ball, 
which knocked him down. He simply got up and bore the flag the rest of the 
day, the only member of the color guard still active. He later won a medal of 
honor for his actions.” 

Others showed similar bravery, but with a mixture of fear. One nearby I[o- 
wan noted, “we took it as cool as a cucumber and wasn’t scart until the thing 
was all over.” Another 2nd Iowa soldier was frightened throughout, writing 
that “in the midst of the conflict I poured out my heart to God in prayer, that 
he would preserve my life through the battle or fit and prepare me for the last 
great change.” Once he arrived safely at the top, he “returned thanks to God 
for my miraculous preservation,” writing, “Glory be to God who giveth us the 
victory.’*! 

Taking the Confederate trenches did not end the advance, however. A 
mounted Smith (most officers were afoot) and staff officer Thomas J. New- 
sham with the right wing of Iowans pushed the attackers onward, Smith in- 
spiring numerous Federals with his actions. Lauman described the general as 
“brave as a lion,” and another Federal took special inspiration from Smith, 
who beckoned, “No flinching now, my lads? — Here—this is the way! Come 
on!” One soldier remembered, “I was nearly scared to death, but I saw the old 
man’s white mustache over his shoulder, and went on.” Others took courage 
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as well, James Butterfield writing of Smith: “he sat upon his horse as stern as 
a man could look, and he one of the finest looking men I ever saw. His head 
is aS white as snow, and as he advanced in front of his men... . It was a fine 
picture for a poets pen or an artists pencil.” And it was successful, despite the 
casualties that included Smith himself. He later wrote in his journal that he 
had exposed himself to “keep in position the Vols,” and “my horse and self 
both hit.” He took a spent ball in the stomach that he did not discover until 
bathing later. He also wrote his wife soon thereafter in response to reports of 
his actions: “my blood runs cold when I read such stuff as that I put my cap 
on my sword etc. I did no such ridiculous thing. I certainly did use my sword 
in waving people on etc, & would like to have used it extensively on those 
who went back; but not the cap business.” He was candid enough to admit, 
however, “I was ridiculous enough to curse and damn those most heartily 
who seemed to feel a reluctance to move on and expose their precious persons 
as I thought ought to have been.”*” 

Fortunately, Smith’s wound was not major and he was able to spur his men 
onward. “On reaching the works,” Tuttle noted, “we found the enemy flee- 
ing before us, except a few, who were promptly put to the bayonet.” Tuttle 
ordered the Iowans to fire at the retreating Tennesseans, an Iowan noting, “as 
soon as the boys got near enough to use the bayonet the Secesh broke and ran 
and many a greycoat got a bullet in his back in the race.” Not to be outdone, 
Smith continually motioned the Iowans onward. They soon crossed a deep 
ravine and began to mount another hill. This time, however, they would not 
be as successful.*° 

Matters quickly deteriorated for Tuttle, over and above the slight wound 
he received. First of all, the Confederate defenders were steadily receiving 
reinforcements, which the three small companies defending the entire Con- 
federate right flank sorely needed. They had a long way to come, mainly 
Buckner’s troops that had lately been in action against Wallace’s advance 
east of Indian Creek. Buckner reported that as he was withdrawing and barely 
back within his trenches, Floyd ordered him to “repair as rapidly as possible 
to my former position on the extreme right, which was in danger of attack.” 
Buckner obeyed, although he reported, “my troops were already much ex- 
hausted, but returned as rapidly as possible, a distance of 2 miles, to their po- 
sitions.” Buckner led the way with Brown’s troops, whom Floyd and Pillow 
both also ordered westward, followed by the remaining portion of Baldwin’s 
brigade. Only Hanson’s 2nd Kentucky and 41st Tennessee were left behind 
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to cover the lines east of Indian Creek to see if the enemy planned to follow. 
Fortunately for Buckner they did not, and he called the Kentuckians to join 
him as well. Later, additional regiments and artillery also moved to the right, 
including part of Simonton’s brigade fresh from engaging Wallace’s coun- 
terattack. One Mississippian noted how the firing on the right and the call 
to move westward created chaos in their lines, writing “all was now hurry 
and confusion.” All were weary as well, one Tennessean writing, “cold and 
benumbed as were the troops, they double-quicked for 1% miles through the 
mud, slush, ice, and snow.’ 

Some in the Federal army realized what was happening with the Con- 
federate shift back to the west. A watching soldier of the 46th [Illinois near 
the Indian Creek valley bemoaned the fact that he and other Federals had 
watched with loaded muskets “for nearly four hours, before we so much as 
even saw any of them.” The Illinoisans soon moved forward to the high hill 
west of Indian Creek to support a battery and “in a few minutes a Reg of 
Secesh cam along on the run.” The battery opened on them, but it was hit so 
hard by Graves’s artillery, now also back in its original position, that it lim- 
bered up and moved away. The I[llinoisan noted, “the next fire from the Fort 
came almost exactly where they had been.” The I[linoisans lay down close to 
the ground and endured the barrage, which largely passed over their heads. 
Meanwhile, under cover of Graves’s guns, Buckner continued to move his 
troops westward.*° 

Threatened with disaster, Major Turner galloped to the arriving regiments 
and told them of the crisis, whereupon Brown ordered the double quick. The 
Tennesseans were able to man their original lines from Graves’s position to 
Porter’s, but the west side of Porter’s position was the trouble spot where 
Lauman’s Federals were already breaking through. A trailing Hanson and 
his 2nd Kentucky arrived just as the Federals broke the line, and they did not 
have time to put all the companies into the trenches. As a result, the Ken- 
tuckians became part of the general chaotic withdrawal as well, even though 
Buckner considered them “as good a regiment as there was in the service.” 
Buckner, in fact, had to “take at least twenty men by their shoulders and 
pull them into line as a nucleus for formation.” It worked, but not before the 
Kentuckians fell back across a ravine to another bold ridge in front of Fort 
Donelson itself. At the same time, Turner and his three companies were losing 
the entrenchments on Lauman’s front, although Colonel Head ordered more 
companies of his 30th Tennessee to the right to aid Turner.*° 
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A new Confederate line soon formed on the next ridge, primarily when 
the 3rd and 18th Tennessee of Brown’s brigade helped stabilize the position 
amid the heavy firing. Major Cheairs of the 3rd Tennessee, in fact, called this 
last engagement “the hardest fight and heaviest rattle of musketry that was 
had during the entire day.” Buckner rode among his weary and cold troops to 
instill one last bit of morale among them, but actually the arrival of sections 
of Graves’s and Porter’s batteries, the latter having to be brought into action 
by hand after the horses had been shot down, as well as additional infantry 
regiments such as the 14th Mississippi and 42nd Tennessee, helped instill 
confidence more than anything else. Fire from a couple of the guns inside 
Fort Donelson that bore on the area of Smith’s attack also helped. Captain 
Ross wrote that he “took charge of a small siege gun on the infantry fortifica- 
tions of the fort, and played on the enemy’s land forces over the heads of our 
troops.” Another officer worked a howitzer “from another salient at the same 
time.” Colonel Head, commanding the brigade at the fort itself, also ordered 
out the 49th and half of the 50th Tennessee (the other half remaining in the 
fort) to help sustain Buckner’s forces on the new line. Unfortunately, in the 
double quick movement and subsequent fighting, Lieutenant Colonel Alfred 
Robb of the 49th Tennessee was mortally wounded with a shot through both 
lungs and Captain Porter “fell dangerously wounded by a Minie ball through 
his thigh while working one of his guns, his gunners being nearly all of them 
disabled or killed.” Brigade commander Brown reported that command of 
the battery then went to Lieutenant John W. Morton, “a beardless youth, who 
stepped forward like an old veteran, and nobly did he emulate the example 
of his brave captain.” As Porter was being carried away, he called to Morton, 
“don’t let them have the guns, Morton.” The young lieutenant responded, 
“no, Captain; not while I have one man left.’”*’ 

The climax of the crisis was therefore emerging. A 14th Mississippi soldier 
described his fright when “I ran over the hill and Lo! The whole hill was mov- 
ing with blue coats.” That fright was also in the Union ranks, causing some to 
act before they thought. An Iowan noted several soldiers seeking any shelter 
they could find and getting behind Confederate canvas tents for cover and 
shooting from behind them. “It being natural for soldiers in battle always to 
get behind some tree or stump for protection,” he wrote, “but to get behind 
their thin canvas tents to fire from, was too much.””*® 

Amid the fright, another problem for Tuttle surfaced from the rear. By this 
time, the rest of Lauman’s brigade had topped the hill, including the 52nd 
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Indiana of Cook’s brigade but attached to Lauman for this action, as well as 
the 25th Indiana, 7th lowa, and 14th Iowa. All of these regiments took casual- 
ties, Sergeant Major S. H. Smith of the 14th Iowa being “shot dead” next to 
Colonel William T. Shaw. Even so, they succeeded in driving away what was 
left of the Confederate line, James Parrott writing that they “drove the enemy 
like chaff before the wind.” In a bit of confusion, however, the “cowardly,” 
according to one 2nd Iowa soldier, 52nd Indiana was supposed to move to the 
left of the 2nd Iowa but came up in rear of the regiment and once atop the hill 
let out a volley. The Iowans were ahead testing Buckner’s new line and re- 
ceived the brunt of the fire. C. F. Smith was still chagrined a couple of months 
later, writing that the Indianans did not do “as I had intended,” but “from 
some unexplained cause, fired a number of fatal shots into their friends in 
front.” The 2nd Iowa understandably could not stand fire in their rear as well 
as in their front from the re-forming Confederate line, and thus broke in some 
confusion, a wounded Tuttle writing a few days later, “I am not able to name 
the regiment which fired upon our rear, but I do know that the greater part of 
the casualties we received at that point was from that source, for I myself saw 
some of my men fall who I know were shot from the hill behind us.” Fortu- 
nately, the trailing 25th Indiana soon appeared and helped stabilize the line, 
advancing to the left and into the ravine north of the Confederate trenches. 
The 2nd Iowa soon re-formed as well, behind the line of Confederate trenches 
on the first ridge, where they awaited ammunition. To stabilize the situation 
even more, Smith sent a staff officer to the rear to bring up artillery. He soon 
found engineer McPherson, who related, “General Smith’s aide came gallop- 
ing down in great haste, stating that the general wanted some more pieces of 
artillery.” McPherson ordered forward a section of Stone’s Missouri battery, 
and Lieutenant Thomas Haynes placed one gun in action at the trenches de- 
spite heavy artillery fire and was soon joined by the other. Stone’s section of 
guns very much aided in holding the Confederate trenches, and the arrival of 
Cook’s brigade on the right likewise helped stabilize the chaos.” 

In fact, Cook’s regiments had moved up the hill in the wake of Lauman’s 
advance, although because of detachments the brigade was essentially down 
to two regiments. The 52nd Indiana was with Lauman and the 13th Missouri 
and 7th Ilinois had earlier been sent to the right to cover different batteries 
left alone by McArthur’s transfer the evening before. That left Cook with 
only the 50th Illinois and 12th Iowa, but he moved out with them behind and 
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to the right of Lauman’s assault, arriving at the top of the ridge with the Con- 
federate breastworks under a heavy artillery fire. He received word that “the 
Stars and Stripes were flying over the main battery of the enemy,” but he later 
determined that they “were raised by the rebels that we might be drawn within 
their reach.” The brigade remained under heavy fire, but their numbers were 
soon augmented by the return of the 7th Illinois. Colonel Cook reported, “the 
discharges caused but little damage, overshooting us just enough to tear into 
shreds the colors of the Seventh Illinois.” The two guns the Illinoisans had 
previously been defending also soon arrived in the Confederate trenches, and 
they took the Confederate line under fire as well, easing some of the tension 
among Cook’s troops.” 

In the 12th Iowa was Lieutenant David B. Henderson, a native of Scotland 
but destined to become an Iowa representative in Washington and speaker 
of the house. He was dreadfully wounded, a ball clipping his shoulder and 
“passing under his chin and cutting his throat nearly to the windpipe.” Hen- 
derson survived and went on to become one of the most powerful men in the 
country; he used that power to preserve many of these Civil War battlefields 
as national parks. But for now, he was one of the many casualties lying in the 
bloodied snow at Fort Donelson."! 

By the time Lauman and Cook stabilized their lines at the Confederate 
trenches, nightfall was not far away and Smith decided to forgo any further 
advances. The enemy was forming a new line on the next ridge, the 2nd Ken- 
tucky digging new rifle pits, and Parrott reported “they again made a stand 
and gave us all some warm work!” Smith paused: “as it was getting late I 
deemed it better to dispose of the troops for the night and be in readiness for 
a renewed assault on the morrow.” He quickly prepared the men for the attack 
early the next morning, shouting to them, “we will advance and drive them 
from the next tier of works or loose every man in my division.” To stabilize 
the line until then, Smith brought up more artillery, three pieces of Welker’s 
battery to the cheers of the infantry, and placed Lauman’s regiments in the 
Confederate trenches while holding Cook’s in reserve down the ridge in the 
rear. McArthur’s [Illinois regiments had also arrived by this time, and Smith 
rode the lines of the 9th Illinois with head uncovered in a show of respect for 
what they had done earlier in the day; the Illinoisans responded with loud 
cheers. Smith then sent the 12th Illinois to the left “around the base of the 
hill toward the enemy’s main work” while holding the rest of McArthur’s 
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brigade in reserve. In this position, Smith’s brigades awaited more action, 
although the cold night that had to come first was very much dreaded. Smith 
fortunately noted, “the night was very cold, but without the cruel storm.” 

So ended the fighting on the left, where Smith had actually advanced far- 
ther than Wallace and McClernand had on the right. Granted, it had been nec- 
essary for the two divisions on the right to stop the determined Confederate 
advance and then counterattack over nearly a two-mile distance just to get 
back to the outer works of the Confederate line. Smith had only faced three 
small companies on his front, but the fact remained that Smith had managed 
to break through the outer defenses of Fort Donelson. Floyd and Pillow rode 
over to the extreme right to survey the situation, and Pillow plainly saw the 
trouble that lay ahead: 


the position thus gained by the enemy was a most important and commanding 
one, being immediately in rear of our river batteries and field work for its protec- 
tion. From it he could readily turn the intrenched work occupied by General 
Buckner and attack him in reverse, or he could advance, under cover of an inter- 
vening ridge, directly upon our battery and field work. While the enemy held the 


position it was manifest we could not hold the main work or battery.” 


Nightfall may have saved the weary Confederates for a few more hours, 
but time was obviously ticking away. 


By nightfall, it was very much a relief for McClernand and Wallace when 
they realized they had indeed shut the door on the Confederate escape attempt, 
with the Confederates still inside, and even more that Smith had broken the 
outer Confederate defenses. The fighting died down with darkness, however, 
McClernand noting that the dwindling fire indicated “the termination of a 
battle which had continued the greater portion of ten hours.” He also reveled 
in the fact that the lost ground had been retaken “and the intrenched position 
of the enemy again invested, cutting off his hope of escape.” Oddly enough, 
some of the troops that had shut the door were ordered to fall back during the 
night, Cruft’s brigade receiving such orders while in the act of “deliberating 
upon an attack upon their fortifications,” remembered Colonel Hugh B. Reed 
of the 44th Indiana. They were told to withdraw to the hill they had carried 
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earlier. Ross’s two regiments likewise fell back. The trap was closed, but the 
Federal advance had not made it watertight.” 

Other odd thoughts also ran through the minds of the Union high command 
as darkness shrouded the field, thoughts that if put into action were capable 
of reversing all the hard fighting. Both McClernand and Wallace reported that 
Grant had some type of scheme in mind to move both divisions west of Indian 
Creek, perhaps for safety or perhaps for a greater assault the next morning. A 
somewhat more astute McClernand responded that “night had set in before 
compliance by my division with this order,” but Wallace admitted: “satisfied 
that the general did not know of our success when he issued the direction, 
I assumed the responsibility of disobeying it, and held the battleground that 
night.” In fact, Webster had personally delivered Grant’s order and, when 
Wallace balked, simply stated, “I give you the order as he gave it to me.” 
Wallace quipped, “very well, give him my compliments, and say that I have 
received the order.” Webster smiled and returned to headquarters. Perhaps 
McClernand’s political astuteness had saved him in the short term, but nei- 
ther he nor Wallace would develop into Grant prodigies. In any case, it was 
fortunate that neither obeyed this questionable order.* 

Grant never mentioned the plan anywhere again, and indeed there is very 
little commentary on exactly what he had in mind. Pulling the divisions west 
of Indian Creek would have been ludicrous and ran opposite to his earlier 
orders. Grant realized the larger importance of the situation when it was 
confirmed that the Confederate army had indeed withdrawn back inside the 
works instead of making an escape attempt. Now that he had the Confeder- 
ate army bottled up, it was preposterous to throw that advantage away. It is 
possible that Grant’s orders were misinterpreted in some way, or that Grant 
merely meant to fall back to a protected position and there restart what he had 
intended doing all along: to implement siege operations by first establishing 
a secure line around the enemy’s position. If misunderstanding was the case, 
who to blame is not evident. However, the fact that all had been in action 
most of the day with nerves frayed could have played into Grant being less 
articulate than he should have been or the division commanders being more 
judgmental than was warranted. 

Whether Grant was on top of this particular situation or not, he had un- 
questionably been the key ingredient in the counterattacks in the afternoon 
and the surging Union fortunes at the end of the day. He had seemed to be 
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everywhere, urging his men on personally amid the horrifying conditions. A 
humorous example even occurred in Grant’s interaction with the problematic 
colonel of the 13th Missouri, Crafts J. Wright. Although the colonel had been 
assigned to support a battery, Grant found the regiment in line with knapsacks 
and blankets fully on. Wright noted, “to be better prepared, our men threw 
off their knapsacks and blankets at the suggestion of General Grant.” Grant’s 
thoughts can only be imagined, but it is known that he similarly instilled 
preparation and confidence in other regiments that day.*’ 

In doing so, he set his forces up for the greatest victory of the war to date. 


15 


“WE GOT THE PLACE” 





The rainy and cold night of February 15 was anything but calm and peaceful. 
Like previous nights, brigades were on the move, decisions were being made, 
and fates were determined as the events at Fort Donelson drove toward a 
climax. And as usual in this dreary mid-February, it was all done in the worst 
of cold snaps. The fact that it was uncommon in Tennessee was as difficult to 
take as the conditions themselves, soldiers wondering why they had to endure 
not only the terrible war conditions but also one of the coldest periods of the 
war thus far. It was pure misery, made worse by the weariness brought on by 
days of constant effort.' 

The cold was relentless. “The night was one of the coldest of the season,” 
noted Colonel George F. McGinnis of the 11th Indiana, “but being within 
800 yards of the enemy’s guns, we were not, of course, permitted to build 
fires, although greatly needed.” Others echoed his sentiments. One Missis- 
sippian described how “a keg of good (so called) whiskey” was acquired 
and divided into buckets set all along the line.” Some “of the Washingtonian 
creed ... [were] disappointed when they mistook it for water.” 

Making matters even worse, February 15, unlike the previous days, had 
been one of long and almost continuous fighting, Pillow describing it by argu- 
ing that “such carnage and conflict has perhaps never before occurred on this 
continent.” As a result, hundreds if not thousands of dead and wounded had 
been produced, and it fell mainly to the Federals who held the battleground to 
care for the casualties. While some Confederates had managed to gather their 
wounded and take them back inside the trenches for care, Forrest’s cavalry 
in particular scouring the battlefield most of the afternoon, many wounded 
still lay on the Wynn Ferry Road ridge and on Smith’s front. Basic humanity 
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dictated that they be taken care of as quickly as possible even in the bitter cold 
weather conditions.” 

The already exhausted Federals worked through the night to care for the 
wounded. Morgan L. Smith noted that the troops of his brigade carried “the 
wounded from the battle ground of the morning to the rear nearly all night.” 
Most of these were wounded from the 8th, 11th, and 20th Illinois. Lew Wal- 
lace also described the Federal humanitarian efforts. “All night and far into 
the morning,” he later wrote, “my soldiers, generous as they were gallant, 
were engaged in ministering to and removing their own wounded and the 
wounded of the First Division, not forgetting those of the enemy.” While the 
wounded were certainly the top priority, many Union soldiers also sought to 
bury the dead even that night, although the task was difficult due to the frozen 
ground.* 

Most of their horrible work was done with an eye toward ultimate victory 
on the Union side. Grant himself wrote the next day, “the troops encamped 
for the night, feeling that a complete victory would crown their labors at an 
early hour in the morning.” Many reflected that they expected to assault the 
Confederate works at daylight, and they fully believed that they would be 
totally successful. This was especially the case on Smith’s front, where he 
had already broken through the outer Confederate defenses and was nearing 
the actual fort itself. Smith gave brigade commander Cook simple directions 
during the night while discussing the Confederate position: “Take it, sir!” To 
strengthen his men as much as possible, Smith allowed them to withdraw 
somewhat from the lines to build fires, “which enabled them to rest more 
comfortably,” he added. 

While optimism was prominent in the Federal ranks, no such feeling re- 
sided among the bone-weary Confederates. Pillow described them well when 
he wrote, “the command had been in the trenches night and day for five days, 
exposed to the snow, sleet, mud, and ice-water, without shelter and without 
adequate covering and without sleep.” Not all of Grant’s army had been en- 
gaged at all times, allowing them rest at differing periods. Conversely, all 
the Confederates except Heiman’s command had moved and shifted several 
times throughout the last few days, consequently gaining little rest. While 
they were worse for the wear, they also were in a less defensive state, espe- 
cially on the far right. Having lost their trenches and fallen back to a new de- 
fensive line, which Colonel Hanson actually argued “was a stronger one than 
the one lost,” it still displayed the problems that were growing in his com- 
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mand: “every effort was made that night to construct defenses; but the men 
were so exhausted from labor and loss of sleep that it was utterly impossible.” 
Illustrating that fact was Colonel Robert Farquharson of the 41st Tennessee, 
who admitted that after less than five minutes of sleep in four days, he “went 
to sleep standing up . . . in the trenches at the head of my regiment.” He also 
described how his men “tumbled over where they stood.” Another Tennes- 
sean wrote, “men were so exhausted that they actually slept in their position 
while shells were exploding around them and the deadly missile of the sharp- 
shooters flying around their heads.” He also noted, “during these four or five 
days I never had time to get water to wash my face and hands, being glad to 
get enough to drink. Having no canteens we were compelled to bring water in 
our cooking-pans.” Perhaps one Mississippian summed it up best by writing 
that his unit “had been employed three days up to Friday night without rest, 
sleeping in the trenches by night, fighting by day, in the snow & sleet, poorly 
clad & poorly fed.’”® 

Problems continually compounded inside Fort Donelson on the night of 
February 15, but no one knew they were only about to get worse, mainly due 
to the swirling incompetence of the Confederate high command. 


While the Federal troops calmly awaited the renewal of fighting the next 
morning, there was indeed pure chaos inside the Confederate lines. A definite 
melancholy pervaded the Confederate troops concerning all the fighting to 
open the escape route and then simply throwing it away, but there was never- 
theless a desire to do it all again and finally escape this trap that was growing 
more fatal by the hour. To discuss options, Floyd again called his division 
and brigade commanders into conference after dark, where they discussed 
the next day and what should be done. Oddly enough, not all were there; the 
often-ignored Bushrod Johnson was not included. Those present were testy; 
Pillow, never a fan of Buckner, mumbled, “if Buckner had have been up in 
time according to his promise, the enemy would have been routed.” Tension 
precipitously increased when Buckner himself arrived and the two men were 
in the same room.’ 

According to Buckner, the prevailing thought was that “if the enemy had 
not reoccupied in strength the position in front of General Pillow the army 
should effect its retreat.” This thought developed into a plan to attempt the 
same movement they had tried the day before —to shove open an escape route 
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and move toward Nashville and safety. Orders accordingly went out around 
1:00 AM for the brigades to mass once more on the extreme left flank “as 
noiselessly and cautiously as cats,” one Confederate remembered. The tired 
Confederate soldiers therefore began the same process all over again, finding 
themselves in the same old field they had gathered in the night before and the 
afternoon before that. John C. Brown related that his orders were to gather 
on the left but to leave his artillery behind and spike it. Others noted that the 
wounded were to be brought along as well. The orders also called for “three 
days’ cooked rations prepared, and, with knapsacks packed, to be ready to 
march.” Even Adolphus Heiman went this time as well, under orders to march 
“without the least noise,’ and Bushrod Johnson reported that “the left wing 
was duly paraded in column of regiments outside of the left of our intrench- 
ments by 3 a. m.” The troops themselves were restless, however, one Texan 
describing how “we immediately took to our line of march, and had advanced 
some distance to an open field, when a halt was ordered. At this order the 
men became much dissatisfied. It was exceedingly cold and uncomfortable.” 
A Mississippian described how they were “marched out in the same direction 
that we took yesterday. When we got outside our pits we were halted and 
stood there about 2 hours when we were about faced and marched back into 
our pits.” Obviously, the uncertainty in the high command had not yet been 
resolved.* 

Causing the change was word that the Federals had indeed followed up the 
Confederate withdrawal into the trenches the evening before. With that news, 
optimism for a Confederate offensive began to wane. Back at his headquar- 
ters, with staff officers coming and going, Pillow remembered, “we received 
intelligence from the troops in the trenches that they heard dogs barking 
around on the outside of our lines and they thought the enemy were rein- 
vesting our position.” Some soldiers also wondered if escape had not been 
achieved during the unarguable success of February 15, why it would work 
on February 16. The Confederate soldiers were also now even more tired 
than they had been twenty-four hours earlier, and there were major concerns 
about whether the army could fight another battle or march to safety in their 
depleted condition. The officers decided to send Forrest out to check to see 
exactly how tight the Union cordon was on the left.’ 

Forrest returned to his command and sent two men out on the far left. They 
returned, reporting that Federal troops were in their old positions and that 
fires could be seen. Other scouts sent along the Old Charlotte Road beside 
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the river stated at the same time that the backwater was too deep for infantry 
to escape. The generals even called in a local citizen, Dr. James W. Smith, 
who expressed no optimism for an escape along the backwater route, saying 
the mud was “half-leg deep” and the water “‘saddle-skirt deep to the horses.” 
Forrest reported that he believed that the fires seen by his scouts were only old 
campfires that “the wind, being very high, had fanned . . . into a blaze.” The 
cavalryman reported this information to the generals, but they ignored it.'® 

With such news arriving at Pillow’s headquarters at the Rice House, Floyd 
turned to Pillow and Buckner and asked, “well, gentlemen, what is best now 
to be done?” Neither answered, whereupon Floyd repeated the same question 
individually to Pillow and Buckner. The generals discussed the breakout at- 
tempt, for which the brigades were already on the move. Certainly, it would 
result in the destruction of the Confederate supplies. Worse, “it would result 
in the slaughter of nearly all who did not succeed in effecting their escape.” 
“The question then arose,” Floyd noted, “whether, in point of humanity and a 
sound military policy, a course should be adopted from which the probabili- 
ties were that the larger proportion of the command would be cut to pieces in 
an unavailing fight against overwhelming numbers.” Apparently Buckner had 
the firmest grasp on reality (some argue despair) and by this time “regarded 
the position of the army as desperate, and that an attempt to extricate it by 
another battle, in the suffering and exhausted condition of the troops, was 
almost hopeless.” He ran through his thinking: the troops were “worn down 
with watching, with labor, with fighting”; they were “frosted by the intensity 
of the cold”; they had no rations issued to them for days; they were out of 
ammunition; they were completely “invested”; the gunboats would maul the 
troops that remained; and all would be “assailed on their front, rear, and right 
flank at the same instant.” The Kentuckian further argued that it would cost 
three-quarters of the troops to get one-quarter out, and “it was wrong to sac- 
rifice three-fourths of a command to save one-fourth, and that no officer had 
a right to cause such a sacrifice.” Buckner effectively argued that “the result 
would have been a virtual massacre of the troops, more disheartening in its 
effects than a surrender.” 

The discussion soon turned to holding out within Fort Donelson, but 
Buckner said he could not do so. “Why can’t you?” Pillow asked Buckner, 
adding, “I think you can hold your position; I think you can, sir.” Pillow 
then suggested holding out one more day so that much of the army could be 
removed across the river by steamer. Buckner replied, “I know my position,” 
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and related that daylight would end the game either way: “I replied that my 
right was already turned, a portion of my intrenchments in the enemy’s pos- 
session—they were in position successfully to assail my position and the 
water batteries — and that, with my weakened and exhausted force, I could not 
successfully resist the assault which would be made at daylight by a vastly 
superior force.” Buckner did, however, concede that if it was correct that the 
entire need to hold at Fort Donelson was to give Albert Sidney Johnston time 
to cross the Cumberland River at Nashville, then it might be worth trying 
to hold, “as the delay even of a few hours” might benefit Johnston. When 
Floyd said (erroneously) that Johnston had crossed the river, Buckner was 
adamant: “it would be wrong to subject the army to a virtual massacre when 
no good could result from the sacrifice, and that the general officers owed it 
to their men, when further resistance was useless, to obtain the best terms of 
capitulation possible for them.” Floyd later admitted, “I was myself strongly 
influenced by this opinion of General Buckner.””” 

With surrender virtually agreed upon, self-centeredness emerged. Floyd 
suddenly announced that he was wanted in the United States (actually under 
indictment for traitorous actions as secretary of war immediately prior to the 
conflict) and would not surrender with the command: “you know my position 
with the Federals; it wouldn’t do; it wouldn’t do.” In fact, Grant later com- 
mented that indeed Floyd would, if captured, probably have been “tried for 
misappropriating public property, if not for treason.” Instead, Floyd proposed 
taking his Virginia and Mississippi brigade and leaving on two steamers that 
were scheduled to arrive at the Dover landing about daylight. Pillow quickly 
jumped on the bandwagon and selfishly announced, “there were no two per- 
sons in the Confederacy whom the Yankees would prefer to capture than 
himself and General Floyd.” He added, “I will never surrender the command 
nor will I ever surrender myself a prisoner. I will die first.’”” Buckner countered 
that those were personal opinions and “personal considerations should never 
influence official action,” to which Floyd agreed that it was personal but that 
he would not change his mind. Pillow asked Floyd about the propriety of 
escaping with him, Floyd responding that it was a question “for every man 
to decide for himself.” Pillow asked Buckner the same thing, and Buckner 
replied as Floyd had, but added that he “regarded it as my duty to remain 
with my men and share their fate, whatever it might be.” Buckner’s lecture 
notwithstanding, Pillow announced his intention to escape as well.'” 

If it were not for the seriousness of the situation and the lives at stake, it 
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would have been almost comical. (Charles F. Smith’s son described the scene 
“as rich in humor as a capital comedy,” adding that it was “a scene irresistibly 
ludicrous.”) Buckner agreed that he would surrender if he had the command, 
so Floyd immediately turned over control to Pillow, who was next in line 
of authority, Floyd noting that he was taking his brigade with him. Pillow 
described the next action: “thereupon the command was turned over to me, I 
passing it instantly to General Buckner, saying I would neither surrender the 
command nor myself.” A flabbergasted Buckner took the responsibility, ask- 
ing for a pen, ink, and paper, as well as a bugler. In the meantime, he could not 
refrain from lecturing the two cowering generals before him, stating that “a 
capitulation would be as bitter to me as it could be to any one, but I regarded 
it as a necessity of our position, and I could not reconcile it with my sense of 
duty to separate my fortune from those of my command.”'* 

Despite the lecture, Pillow left to devise a way out, but later returned, per- 
haps feeling guilty but more probably out of concern for his reputation. Some 
of his command asked him if the rumors of surrender were correct. Colonel 
W.A. Quarles of the 42nd Tennessee wondered if there was not a way to fight 
it out. Pillow replied, “no; I have fought against the surrender in the council, 
but my senior and junior in command overrule me. I can do nothing; I am 
powerless; the surrender had been positively determined on; had I my way I 
would fight the troops; I believe I could get them out.” Pillow apparently had 
this conversation on his mind when he returned, and told Floyd and Buckner 
that “he wished it understood that he had thought it would have been better 
to have held the fort another day, in order to await the arrival of steamers 
to transport the troops across the river.” He sat between Buckner and Floyd 
and made sure that they understood him. They replied, “we understand you, 
general, and you understand us,’ but Buckner again related the reasons why 
escape could not occur. He also reminded his fellow generals that if they 
did not decide the outcome by morning, Grant would decide it for them—in 
much bloodier fashion.’° 


After the fateful decisions had been made, the two top Confederate generals 
began to execute their escape even as their worn-out troops were trudging to 
implement a plan that the high command was no longer using. Fortunately, 
word soon went out to the troops to cease their deployment to the left and 
return to the trenches, for some another march of a mile or more. By this 
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time, the Confederate soldiers were far too exhausted for much of anything 
else, however, especially a defense if Grant attacked at daylight. Plus, their 
artillery was already spiked. Brigade commander Brown noted that his troops 
were “wholly unable to meet any spirited attack from the enemy on Sunday 
morning.”'° 

While the rank and file suffered, the generals planned their getaway. Pil- 
low notified Gilmer around 3:00 Am that he was leaving and “invited me to 
join himself and staff, as they were not included in the proposed surrender.” 
Gilmer may have had qualms about doing so and did not agree with surrender 
either, writing his wife a few days later about the breakout attempt: “which 
was possible.” Whether he said so in the deliberations is unknown, but he rec- 
ognized that as a member of Johnston’s staff and only on detail at the fort he 
was not part of the garrison. “This I accepted,” he noted. Pillow and company 
also had to act fast as Buckner would soon recommend a six-hour “armistice” 
under a flag of truce. “Before this flag and communication were delivered,” 
Pillow noted, “I retired from the garrison,” although it was not easy. He and 
his staff paddled across the river on a “small hand flat, about 4 feet wide by 
12 long” that one of his aides who lived in Dover somehow procured. Pillow, 
Gilmer, and staff quietly made their way across the river and fled to safety on 
the north side. The horses were later more easily taken away by one of the 
steamboats, while some of Pillow’s slaves and his trunk were carried on the 
boats to Clarksville."’ 

Floyd’s departure was more complicated. He first ordered Forrest to get 
him through the lines but then determined to leave by the two steamboats 
that arrived at the Dover landing before daylight, ironically loaded with men, 
corn, and ammunition. Consumed with taking his brigade with him, primarily 
his beloved Virginia regiments, he sent word for them to desist from their de- 
ployment on the far left and march to the landing, where they would board the 
boats. Floyd also sent word to Major William N. Brown of the 20th Missis- 
sippi to join him, as they were officially part of his brigade, having come from 
Virginia with Floyd’s other regiments. Bushrod Johnson was surprised when 
the Mississippians turned for the landing but acquiesced when he learned it 
was on Floyd’s orders.'® 

With the General Anderson and John A. Fisher now returned to Dover, 
Floyd told his commanders that they would embark in order of rank, which 
put the 20th Mississippi under Major Brown last. It thus fell to them to form 
what Brown called “a strong guard around the steamboat landing to prohibit 
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stragglers from going aboard.” Meanwhile, Wharton and McCausland led 
their regiments to the boats when they arrived, although rumors of the sur- 
render caused many Confederate soldiers to “flock to the river, almost panic- 
stricken and frantic, to make good their escape by getting on board.” Brown 
reported that his Mississippians “stood like a stone wall” in a semicircle 
around the landing, all the while expecting to board after the boats ferried the 
Virginia troops to the opposite bank. That was not to be. As daylight neared 
and Floyd became more anxious, one of the boats left upriver for Nashville. 
The other was still loading, but Buckner sent word that out of respect for the 
terms of capitulation and honor, he would surrender whatever was still at the 
landing at daylight and would even throw a “bomb-shell” into the boat if it 
was still present. The captain not surprisingly slipped away, Floyd yelling, 
“come on, my brave Virginia boys” but leaving the outraged Mississippians 
standing at the landing. The last boat actually pulled away with scarcely any- 
one on board, leaving some Virginians behind as well.'” 

Lower-level officers similarly fled without their men. Colonel John W. 
Head of the 30th Tennessee immediately began to scheme to get away when 
he realized surrender was coming. He later reported that his surgeon warned 
him that, suffering as he was from “exposure and threatened with pneumo- 
nia,’ imprisonment “might cost me my life.”” He went to Buckner and asked 
about his views of escape, to which Buckner, by this time likely tired of the 
flight of officers, responded that it was a decision Head had to make for him- 
self. Head decided that he “could be of no service to my command or to the 
country by a surrender” and quickly made his way up the river to safety.” 

Nathan Bedford Forrest escaped more forthrightly. Once he had returned 
from his reconnaissance and the generals had decided to surrender, Forrest 
flatly stated, “I neither could nor would surrender my command.” The com- 
manders gave him permission to cut his way out and for a time both Pillow 
and Floyd planned to go with him. Once the cavalryman had everything in 
order and was ready to move, he went to headquarters to get the generals, but 
Floyd told him Pillow had already left and that he was going by boat. Forrest 
then led his regiment and an assorted group of attached Confederates to the 
east, crossing the backwater of the river in Lick Creek, which was indeed 
“saddle-skirt deep,” Forrest related. The cavalryman chose to cross at the 
little-used Smith Ford near Dr. Smith’s house, the main crossing at Hay’s 
Ford being deeper. With Forrest went the members of his Tennessee cavalry 
as well as some infantry. Not all the cavalry escaped, however, Forrest deni- 
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grating George Gantt in his report: he “failed to fight on Saturday, and refused 
to bring his men out with my regiment on Sunday morning when ordered to 
do so.” Two Kentucky cavalry companies likewise refused to leave. Once 
across the creek, Forrest left a company as a rear guard, but no Federals fol- 
lowed. In fact, Forrest noted, “not a gun had been fired at us. Not an enemy 
had been seen or heard.’”’ 

Many others also escaped in much smaller groups or even individually as 
the minutes ticked on toward dawn. Forrest related that the road remained 
open as late as 8:00 Am that morning, and he firmly believed that the vast 
majority of the army could have gotten out. More interestingly, Dr. Smith’s 
ten-year-old girl and a slave girl ferried soldiers across the backwater in a 
small boat. Many others crossed the river on anything that would float, such 
as rafts or skiffs. Captain Jack Davis of the 7th Texas managed to cross the 
river on a “flat-boat,’ while Henry Williford of the 20th Mississippi jumped 
into the river after the steamboat left and “clambered over the guards of the 
boat.” Lieutenant Colonel T. N. Adair of the 4th Mississippi and his brother 
escaped across the river in a dugout canoe, while a couple of 15th Arkansas 
soldiers paid five cents apiece for a ferry across the backwater of Lick Creek. 
Bushrod Johnson later reflected that “many of [the] men and officers com- 
menced to leave Fort Donelson as soon as they were aware of the proposed 
surrender, and hundreds of them no doubt have made their way to their home 
and to the Army. I have not learned that a single one who attempted to escape 
met with any obstacle.” Johnson himself admitted that he too had thoughts 
of fleeing. “Almost immediately upon discovering that steps had been taken 
towards surrendering our forces, the question occurred to me whether the 
example of our commanding general [Floyd] was an appropriate one.” Like 
Buckner, he “concluded to stay with the men, promote their comfort as far as 
possible, and share their fate.””” 

Such a noble sentiment was obviously not shared by the entire Confederate 
high command, or even by an unknown number of soldiers of all rank. 


The surrender process was already starting as the Confederate generals and 
soldiers were making their way out of Fort Donelson. Once in command, 
Buckner took firm control, first ordering the troops that had massed on the 
far left back to their entrenchments. Bushrod Johnson, still full of fight, had 
earlier sent word that he was ready to move out in the attack; in response, he 
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received notice from Buckner of the command change and to await orders 
from him. He then learned that Buckner was searching for him and went 
himself to Buckner’s headquarters, where he learned they were to be surren- 
dered. Buckner asked Johnson to “communicate with the enemy’s pickets and 
to request that our forces should not be fired upon.” Buckner also ordered a 
white flag flown over Fort Donelson. Having no such flag, “nobody expecting 
to need one,” wrote a miffed soldier of the 50th Tennessee, the garrison ran 
up a white sheet. Buckner then sent a note by courier to Grant recommending 
an armistice so that terms could be discussed. He wanted the cease fire to last 
until noon, during which time “commissioners . . . [could] agree upon terms 
of capitulation.” 

“In the morning, as day dawned,” Jacob Lauman wrote, “we were attracted 
to the inner fortifications by the sound of a bugle, and saw the rebels display- 
ing a white flag.”” One Iowan deduced, “I guess they were as much afraid 
we would attack them in the second breastwork as we were that they would 
attack us in the first.”’ Lauman sent his 7th Iowa lieutenant colonel, James Par- 
rott, to investigate, and Parrott met the Confederate, Major Nathaniel Cheairs 
of the 3rd Tennessee, who offered terms of the armistice. Lauman quickly 
sent the news up the chain of command to Smith. The division commander 
also met with Cheairs, telling him, “I make no terms with rebels with arms 
in their hands—my terms are unconditional and immediate surrender.’ The 
major protested that it would take him forty-five minutes to get permission 
from Buckner, but Smith cut him off: “I will give you one half hour to be back 
here with your answer—if not here in that time I will move on your works. 
Go.” While the Confederate was gone, Smith sent a staff officer to Grant, who 
replied, “tell Smith that I approve all that he has done.” 

In the meantime, Smith himself took the news to Grant’s headquarters, 
but Grant’s response was not what Buckner had expected, or what he desired. 
The oft-told story of Grant and Buckner having known each other before the 
war and Buckner even bailing Grant out by covering his debts during one of 
the latter’s lowest points obviously did not enter into Grant’s thinking. Nor 
did the more memorable moments such as their three years together at West 
Point or their service in Mexico, during which both, with others, went to 
climb Mount Popocatepetl, Buckner making it to the top while Grant turned 
back with many others. Now, Grant was in no mood to be merciful, and even 
if he had been, Smith was pushing him to be firm. When Grant read Buckner’s 
note, the crusty old division commander Smith blurted firmly, “No terms with 
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traitors.” Grant laughed and sat down to write his response, showing it to 
Smith with a frank, “General, I guess this will do.” Smith responded, “it could 
not be better.’ Grant thus sent one of his most famous communications, writ- 
ing Buckner: “no terms except unconditional and immediate surrender can 
be accepted,” adding somewhat strongly: “I propose to move immediately 
upon your works.” Consequently, without commissioners or even a cease fire, 
Buckner was out of options as daylight neared. His men were not yet back in 
their trenches, including the water batteries, and some of the guns had been 
spiked when left for the breakout attempt. Buckner described “a degree of 
confusion, amounting almost to a state of disorganization” attending every- 
thing. Further resistance was obviously out of the question.” 

Buckner quickly decided he had no other choice but to “accept the terms 
demanded by our ungenerous enemy.” He told Grant as much, writing that 
the situation “compell[s] me, notwithstanding the brilliant success of the Con- 
federate arms yesterday, to accept the ungenerous and unchivalrous terms 
which you propose.” Even if the terms were really as ungenerous as Buckner 
claimed, the world would not see it that way. Grant’s immediate and uncon- 
ditional surrender stance soon made him a Union hero.”° 

The official surrender was accordingly done, as one Texan phrased it, “be- 
tween daylight and sunup.” Orders went out for the Confederate troops to 
raise the white flag; John C. Brown, who one of his regimental commanders 
described as “mad as a hornet,” indicated that his orders were to “display 
flags of truce from the front of our works.” Clearly, he did not agree. The 
individual units were surprised as well, indicating that they perhaps had more 
fight in them than Buckner had thought. Colonel Palmer of the 18th Tennes- 
see wrote that he had moved all the way to Dover and even met “Generals 
Floyd, Pillow, and Buckner, all of whom were still there, and who ordered me 
to halt and await further directions.” He reported, “it was . . . well understood 
among all parties that the object of the march was to evacuate our entire posi- 
tion.” Then he received orders to go back to his trenches, another mile and a 
half back, where Brown told him they were surrendering. “This was the first 
notice of that fact,” Palmer wrote, “and was thus received on Sunday morning 
at 5.30 o’clock.” Another member of the brigade described “the white flag 
floating where the ‘Bonnie Blue’ had waved... . Then our hearts sank within 
us.”” One Texan added, “when the intelligence of our surrender was commu- 
nicated to the troops there was a general feeling of indignation, mingled with 
surprise, among all. The men were frantic to be permitted to fight their way 
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out.” Timothy McNamara of the 4th Mississippi agreed. The news “fell like 
a thunderbolt among the men. We had whipped them for three days and on 
the day before drove them like sheep before us.’ Perhaps most surprised was 
Colonel Robert Farquharson of the 41st Tennessee, who after little sleep in 
four nights finally gained some rest this night; he noted he “awoke to find my- 
self a prisoner.” A few, particularly the younger soldiers, feared they “would 
be massacred, for we had never considered the matter of surrendering.’ 
One by one, the shocked Confederate regiments stacked arms; “‘oh, it was 
hard to see the enemy take possession of the guns we had handled so well,” 
one Tennessean wrote, “and the beautiful banner presented by the ladies of 
Giles and Maury.” A momentary resurgence of enthusiasm hit Simonton’s 
brigade when it received orders to move forward, but the excitement quickly 
left when it was found that the move was to man the works in order to sur- 
render. Perhaps most bitter were the men of the 20th Mississippi, who despite 
“the orders and promises of General Floyd” had been left to surrender while 
the Virginians got away. Major Brown illustrated the rage: “we realized the 
sad fate that we had been surrendered, and the regiment stacked arms in per- 
fect order, without the least intimidation, but full of regret.” Others in the 
regiment simply refused to hand over their arms and equipment: “rather than 
surrender their flag which was so much loved it was buried on the bank of 
the Cumberland River and their guns thrown into the river.” Federal brigade 
commander Jacob Lauman corroborated the occurrence, writing his brother 
several days later, “they either destroyed or secreted their flags, as none could 
be found.” Others damaged their weapons: “some broke their guns others 
threw them in the river & many raved & cursed[.] I gave vent to a small oath 
for which ‘I hope’ the recording angel dropped a tear upon it as he wrote it 
down & blotted it out forever against me.” Colonel Joseph Drake, command- 
ing a brigade, broke his sword and threw it into the river rather than have it 
captured. A Federal later described many muskets “with broken stock and 
bent barrels, evidently having been struck against trees to prevent their fur- 
ther use.” Another described how some of the Federals “fished out several re- 
volvers & guns.” In one of the saddest episodes, one unfortunate Confederate 
did not destroy his sword but lost it anyway. Federal Harley Wayne described 
telling a Confederate officer to give up his sword, to which he protested, say- 
ing his father had carried it with him at the Battle of New Orleans. Wayne told 
him bluntly that “he had forfeited his right to the relic by his treason,” and 
having no recourse, the Confederate turned it over. Wayne inwardly felt bad: 
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“T heard his deep down sigh as he unbuckled it from his waist and handed it 
over and could but pity the man.’””* 

The Federals were just as surprised as the Confederates at the appearance 
of the white flags. James B. Weaver of the 2nd Iowa had just gone out looking 
for his company’s wounded: “found Job Dunn J. Z. Neidy, Jas. Duckworth, 
A. J. Patterson Wm. Drake, and Joseph Rhodes laying upon the field dead, 
Phillip Stoner, our orderly with his arm broken so as to Compel amputation. 
Pirtle and John Jones wounded severely in the groin, Fouts with a leg shot all 
to peaces since amputated. Wert Stevens Gabriel Johnson, Sloan, Kinnick, 
Collier severely wounded and many others shot though not so severely.” In 
the midst of the carnage, a bugle suddenly erupted and white flags appeared, 
Weaver thinking “it was Sabbath morning and we supposed they wanted to 
bury their dead.” Colonel John Davis of the 46th Illinois gave his men a 
speech early that morning, informing “us that we were assigned to a column 
for assault on the fortifications and he trusted no man would falter but bravely 
do his duty and win glory for the regiment.” They then began marching to- 
ward their assault point when word arrived of the surrender. At first they did 
not believe the news, although all were soon relieved that it was true. One 
Iowan noted, “my heart leaped with joy for the times indicated a verry bloody 
time that day if they had not surrendered.’ 

On the far right, Lew Wallace was also preparing to attack “about breakfast 
time,” having moved Cruft’s brigade up from its rearward position as well 
as placing Thayer’s larger brigade on Cruft’s right near Dudley’s Hill. Then 
a Confederate courier with a white flag appeared, Major W. E. Rogers of the 
3rd Mississippi. Wallace sent a staff officer with Rogers to Grant to inform 
him of the surrender and ordered the rest of his division forward to take pos- 
session of the works. This he did compassionately: “I want the business done 
as delicately as possible. Not a word of taunt—no cheering.” His division 
then took possession of the Confederate trenches on the right, but Wallace 
had by this time taken it upon himself to ride into the Confederate lines. He 
rode on into Dover by himself, past what one Federal described as “regiment 
after regiment of rebels, standing in line, with the white flag waving at the 
center of each regiment.” The obviously outnumbered Wallace began to have 
second thoughts. “They eyed me sullenly,” he later wrote, “and several times 
it crossed my mind that I was doing an imprudent thing.” He nevertheless 
went on, and eventually met Buckner at the Dover Hotel.*° 

Wallace and Buckner, like Grant, had known each other prior to the war, 
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the Indianan knowing the rest of Buckner’s military family as well. Buckner 
and his staff were at breakfast, and when Wallace arrived, Buckner stated, 
“General Wallace, it is not necessary to introduce you to these gentlemen; 
you are acquainted with them all.” Buckner then nonchalantly asked Wallace 
to join them “while waiting for General Grant.’ Wallace remembered how 
they all then “engaged, eating and talking the battles over.’”’ Humorously, in 
the midst of the wait Commander Benjamin Dove, commanding the ironclad 
Louisville, also arrived at the landing and was ushered in as well. He talked 
with Wallace a bit but then left to return to his gunboats. Wallace remarked 
to an aide, “the navy seemed to be abroad very early; they were looking for 
swords, perhaps.’”*! 

In the meantime, other Federals also began to march in and take posses- 
sion of the Confederate fort, one Illinoisan marveling at “the long lines of 
infantry marching in from every direction.” Wallace’s brigades moved into 
the fortifications on the right, and Charles Kroff of the 11th Indiana wrote 
how, contrary to Wallace’s orders, “our troops gave cheer after cheer, threw 
their hats in the air, while the rebels looked grim and sullen.” Another noted 
that even “Colonels threw their hats in the air.’ Much of the ill will soon 
departed, however, and the same Indianan then noted how “Union and rebel 
soldiers met and talked over, in a friendly manner the last 3 day’s fighting.” 
Others were not so enthused, one 3rd Mississippi soldier describing how the 
Federals immediately broke the surrender terms regarding private property, 
including the regiment’s brass band. The Federals took most of the pieces, 
arguing that “you captured one of ours yesterday,” meaning the 11th Illi- 
nois’s instruments. The enraged Mississippians were in little position to ar- 
gue, one Indianan writing of the reaction when he took a piece of meat: “you 
should have seen the look on the Mississippians face that he gave me when I 
took it!””*? 

In the center, McClernand noted that he was likewise preparing to attack 
when the “welcome intelligence” came of the surrender, mostly through 
white flags made of torn tents hoisted above the Confederate works. Will 
Wallace rode ahead toward the Confederate trenches when the news arrived, 
his brigade following once formed. He met his regiments at the Confederate 
works, telling a staff officer, “Rumsey, it is true; their arms are stacked and 
they stand behind them.” Rumsey was forever taken by the “look on his face 
[which] showed a feeling far deeper than words could express; seldom have 
I seen a more expressive face than his.” Wallace moved into the Confederate 
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lines with his brigade, even though a staff officer from Smith’s command 
ordered him to stop. Wallace continued on, barking, “General Smith is not 
my commander.” He turned to Rumsey and stated, “I am going, to the fort; I 
commenced this battle, and it is my right.’’* 

McClernand led the rest of the division into Fort Donelson and down to 
the water batteries and the nearby small landing. He raised the US flag inside 
Fort Donelson and had a “national salute” of thirteen guns fired from Taylor’s 
battery as the US flag went up. Lieutenant Colonel Frank L. Rhoads of the 8th 
Illinois displayed his pride when he reported that the regiment, hit so hard the 
day before, marched “full of pride” into Fort Donelson. A satisfied Will Wal- 
lace likewise took it all in, telling his staffer, “Rumsey, this is glorious.” The 
staff officer agreed but mentioned how sad it was that some were no longer 
there “who, forty-eight hours ago, were with us.” Wallace agreed: “Yes, but 
they died in a noble cause.” Another I[llinoisan stated it more bluntly: “many 
of our troops were killed, but we got the place.” 

The Federals also began to probe forward on C. F. Smith’s front, obviously 
wanting the honor of being first inside the fort. Smith sent the 2nd Iowa into 
the Confederate lines first at “the post of honor,” they planting their colors 
on the Confederate trenches as the gunboats fired a salute. Future presiden- 
tial candidate Weaver wrote home, “here I wept like a child.” Jacob Lauman 
also led his brigade in amid “drums beating and colors flying.” He noted the 
Confederate troops “drawn up in line, with their arms in great heaps, and 
looked quite woe-begone, I assure you, as the victors passed along.” Not all 
were so enthused, however; one Federal described the march into the fort as 
‘‘a lengthy and tiresome parade —as useless as it was irksome.” Both Lauman 
and Colonel Cook nevertheless wrote of the cheering from the troops. The 
Confederates were nonappreciative, one Tennessean writing that they heard 
and then “beheld the head of a Yankee regiment with streaming banners mak- 
ing for the center of the town. We held our places and looked.” Even then, 
the Confederate could not give the impressive scene its total due. The same 
Tennessean said about the cheers of the Federals: “the Yankees never during 
the entire War learned how to utter a decent yell. Their attempts at it were 
simply ridiculous, not to say hideous.”*° 

The gunboats likewise reacted to the surprise. Commander Dove received 
a note from Grant, and he immediately prepared the St. Louis and Louisville 
for action, sending the wounded to transports. He was soon “steaming up 
toward the batteries at Fort Donelson, both vessels cleared for action.”’ When 
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he neared the fort, the Confederates displayed two white flags. Dove boarded 
a smaller tug and with a white flag hoisted on it ran in to the bank, where a 
Confederate officer met him and “offered me his sword, which I declined to 
receive, thinking it most proper to consult with General Grant.” Dove took 
the officer on board and continued to the Dover landing, where he found Lew 
Wallace already at the hotel. Even the steamboats in the river joined in the 
celebration. One Illinoisan remembered that “some [were] playing ‘Yankee 
Doodle’ some ‘Columbia’ and others ‘America.’”’ Others reported hearing the 
tune “Dixie Land.” 

The Federal high command also soon arrived in Dover. Smith rode to the 
hotel and refused Buckner’s outstretched hand, to which Buckner responded, 
“General Smith, I believe I am right.” Smith retorted, “that is for God to 
decide, not me, for I know I am right.” Grant himself arrived a few minutes 
later, no doubt chagrined that not only had a political general beat him to the 
site, but the navy had beaten him again as well. It had taken him a while to 
ride from the left of the Union lines to Dover, having had some interesting ex- 
periences along the way. Major Cheairs later claimed to have met Grant, who 
asked how many troops were in the Confederate army. Cheairs responded 
about seven or eight thousand, to which Grant, likely without thinking, 
blurted that it was a lie. Cheairs took exception and removed his coat, amaz- 
ingly challenging Grant to a fistfight. Cheairs noted that he was a prisoner 
indeed, but his father “taught me to take the lie from no man, and if you will 
get off your horse and take off your shoulder strap (of rank), I will give you 
the worst beating a man ever had.” Grant wisely withdrew his comment and 
that satisfied Cheairs’s sense of honor. Even so, Grant had the last laugh, of 
course. Cheairs and the others were prisoners, soon headed to prison camps 
in the various Northern states.*’ 

Grant then went on through the teeming Confederates, one account even 
describing how John C. Brown stopped a mounted lieutenant on horseback 
who intended to shoot Grant. Eventually, Grant, perturbed at Wallace’s pre- 
empting him, met Buckner at the hotel in Dover. Apparently there was no 
formal surrender of swords or any of the show that Grant disdained (one Con- 
federate erroneously described such a scene many years afterward). Another 
described the meeting as “formal, though after the style of Military men.” By 
then all ill will seemed to be gone and the two talked like old friends. Grant 
asked where Floyd and Pillow were, Buckner responding that they had fled. 
Grant retorted, “I am very glad to hear that because if they are men of that 
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type they will do me much more good in command of Confederate troops 
than as prisoners.” Grant remembered Buckner saying, “if he had been in 
command I [Grant] would not have got up to Donelson as easily as I did.” 
Grant retorted “that if he had been in command I should not have tried in the 
way I did.””® 

Grant was also kind in many other ways, despite one Confederate describ- 
ing “a very grave military looking official [who] passed . . . [and] was pointed 
out as Gen. U. S. Grant.” He noted Grant “looked as sour as a crabapple.” 
Grant told Buckner that he remembered his kindness years previously when 
he was out of money in New York, and he offered to cover his expenses now. 
Buckner declined, saying he was well cared for, but he did have other con- 
cerns for his men. He asked Grant to detail a staff officer to see after them 
continually, but Grant responded that he had just set up his staff, it was very 
unorganized, and he could not spare anyone right now. Buckner told him his 
staff was very organized and asked if it could be put under his command, 
which Grant accepted: “I know you well enough to realize that you will not 
take advantage of this and will therefore give instructions that any orders 
which you issue on that subject will be obeyed by my troops as though I had 
issued them myself.” Buckner’s son, himself a military officer, later noted, 
“this presents the remarkable picture of a recently captured general issuing 
orders to the members of his captor’s command.””’ 

Grant’s staff and troops were indeed busy. McClernand thought to send 
Dickey’s Illinois cavalry back out to the perimeter to prevent any Confeder- 
ates from wandering away. In the ensuing hours, they brought in numerous 
wayward Southerners. Others were also told to watch any escape, particularly 
Leonard Ross, who had moved his small brigade up near the river on the 
right; McClernand wanted no Confederates to escape the way Forrest had. 
Meanwhile, McArthur’s brigade was tasked with guarding the nearly four- 
teen thousand Confederate prisoners and captured stores in Dover. Amaz- 
ingly, the Federals quickly made sense of the situation even as they took stock 
of what they had done. One was astonished that they had been so successful, 
describing Fort Donelson: “as strong as the famous pass of Thermopaly. I 
don’t see how in the world we ever took it.” 


This has been a day full of sad offices,” Will Wallace wrote his wife, “col- 
lecting and caring for the wounded, burying the dead and doing all that could 
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be done to allay the distresses of those who suffered in the terrible fight.” 
Indeed, the work of repairing the damage done to armies, bodies, and numer- 
ous other items began immediately after the fighting ended and continued for 
several days. One of the worst was writing home to tell friends or family of 
the death of loved ones. Wallace continued his morbid letter, writing, “among 
the saddest duties is one just accomplished, of writing to Mrs. Erwin & Mrs. 
Capt. Shaw letters of condolence on the death of their husbands.” He added, 
“thank God, Ann, no friend has been called to do this sad duty for me.” Jacob 
Lauman cut a lock of Captain Slaymaker’s hair for his family, fearing that the 
body would not be in any condition for viewing when it got home. Similarly, 
a 2nd Iowa captain wrote a father, “William fell inside the entrenchments 
while nobly and bravely fighting for the Union of the States. He died shout- 
ing aloud for the Union. His last words “Hurrah for the Union’ were heard 
distinctly by his comrades. He died with the name of his country trembling 
on his lips.’””’ 

In addition to the letters, the prisoners and wounded took first priority, 
the prisoners because of sheer numbers and the possibility of escape. The 
wounded were obviously a concern because of the weather and the good 
chance that they would die. “The wonder was to find any of them alive,” 
Lew Wallace noted. The roaming Union soldiers did indeed find many alive, 
along with an assortment of other materials; one 11th Illinois musician found 
the regiment’s cornets, “pounded over the logs and hammered flat.” He con- 
cluded, “they evidently had no use for silver cornets.” Surgeons, band mem- 
bers, and chaplains all cared for the wounded, something they had been doing 
for days now. Will Wallace wrote that his chaplains were “indefitatiguable 
in their attentions to the wounded and in collecting and burying the dead.” 

The wounded were sheltered, one I[linoisan said, “in every house in Do- 
ver.” Unfortunately, this early in the war the Federal surgeons were a mixed 
lot. Most were very conscientious, working for twenty-four hours or more at 
the height of the fighting. Others were less able, and Surgeon Charles Tomp- 
kins of the 17th Illinois wrote home, “our wounded I am sorry to say are only 
tolerably well cared for,’ concluding, “there is as much red tape connected 
with the Medical department as any other.” Surgeon Thomas Fry complained 
that he received no medicine, food, or bandages to work with, and his sur- 
geons had to use only what rudimentary tools they had in their mobile packs. 
Other surgeons had a different type of trouble: “Dr. Sexton, an efficient and 
skillful surgeon when sober, was so much under the influence of liquor for 
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twenty-four hours as to be incapable of discharging the responsible duties of 
his office.” Fortunately, aid soon arrived from the North in the form of the 
US Sanitary Commission as well as women nurses, but one surgeon worried, 
“what was to be done with those women for the night?’ 

Many of the Confederate wounded had been sent by boat to Nashville be- 
fore the surrender, one Virginian shot through the body remembering that “a 
soldier in the struggles of death fell across my body and died there. He lay on 
me a long time for there was no one to remove him and I was to weak from 
the loss of blood to do it.”’ Another described, “‘the scene on the boat . . . was 
truly heart rendering, one would beg the doctor to dress his wound, another 
would call in his dying moments, for a Mother, a Sister, or brother, so be- 
seechingly that when I think of it, I can’t help but shed tears.” The Federals 
faced the largest task, however. “As soon as I got possession of Fort Donel- 
son I commenced sending the sick and wounded to Paducah,” Grant wrote. 
“No distinction has been made between Federal and Confederate sick and 
wounded.” Fry railed against moving the wounded too early, desiring rather 
to leave them in the local houses until they became stable enough to transport. 
Such postoperative care was unfortunately not instituted until later in the war, 
and many consequently suffered unnecessarily at Fort Donelson. Fry cited 
the example of sending the steamboat Tuts northward crowded with wounded 
but with no surgeons onboard to watch the cases. Fry called this “unwise 
and highly injudicious, endangering the lives of those who might otherwise 
recover.” Nevertheless, the wounded were all sent northward as quickly as 
possible.“ 

The prisoners posed a far different problem, simply because of their num- 
bers. There were fairly few Union prisoners at issue, and those were taken 
throughout the siege to Nashville and points farther south. Union prison- 
ers taken to Nashville were given “Cahn-Pones,” one noted, and “nothing 
ever tasted sweeter.” Ladies of Nashville also brought “refreshments, both 
of whom and which were received with great gusto.” Even Mrs. John Bell 
came and stated that “had my husband been elected this war would never 
have taken place.” One Federal prisoner added, “for the first (and only) time, 
I most heartily wished he had been.” 

More problematic was the sheer number of Confederate prisoners, some 
actually from the Dover area; Lieutenant Colonel H. C. Lockhart of the 50th 
Tennessee related that he had been taken prisoner “within one mile of my 
home.” One I[Ilinoisan wrote that they had “thirteen thousand live rebels,” 
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and another wrote his mother that he had “captured 4 horses and 6 revolvers 
5 sabres and | colnel.” Grant initially issued orders that all prisoners be cor- 
ralled near Dover “under their respective company and regimental command- 
ers.” There, he offered two days’ rations “preparatory to [them] embarking 
for Cairo.” He also allowed the prisoners to keep their clothing, blankets, and 
private property that could be carried on their persons, while the officers were 
allowed their side arms. That said, Bushrod Johnson noted instances when 
“some officers at least were disarmed as they passed aboard the transports.” 
A Tennessean also described the enemy coming around “buying what they 
could not steal.” Even so, Grant was able to report that “generally the prison- 
ers have been treated with great kindness, and I believe they appreciate it.” It 
was indeed a trying time for these Confederates and kindness was certainly 
cherished. One Tennessean displayed the dejectedness: “I wrote a hasty note 
to my wife, gave it to a citizen who hoped to be allowed to return home, and 
resigned myself to my fate.’”*° 

One episode particularly showed Grant’s conciliatory attitude. A probably 
drunk Union soldier paraded in front of a large group of Confederate prison- 
ers in a woman’s bonnet and cape. Although the Confederates laughed, Grant 
took exception and had the man, still in female attire, hung by his thumbs 
barely on his tiptoes onboard the headquarters boat. Another example of the 
kindnesses was the ability to write home. One Confederate, Horace Lurton 
of Kentucky (who went on to become a US Supreme Court justice), wrote 
his mother, “I am well and not wounded except a slight graze on my leg not 
at all painful. I will write when opportunity occurs. We will probably be sent 
to Illinois.” Others had special favors done by the Federals. Although many 
Northerners were keeping Confederate horses (Colonel Valentine Bausen- 
wain of the 58th Ohio reported that “our company officers walk no more; they 
are supplied with secesh saddles, horses, and mules, and happiness beams 
from their eyes and lips,’”) James B. Weaver of the 2nd Iowa obtained a fine 
horse from a Confederate captain in return for him sending the Confederate’s 
sister another horse. Weaver agreed to do so and told his wife, “I call him after 
his owner, Capt. Graves.’”*’ 

Even more conciliatory, Grant allowed Buckner to address many of the 
men before they left. Buckner told the 14th Mississippi: 


I could have made escape but I preferred staying to make your lot easier if pos- 


sible and friends I leave you, remember you still have a country. And bear your 
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captivity with fortitude. Do nothing to sully your bright name and the day is not 
far distant I trust when I may again lead you to the charge as I did on Saturday — 
Gentlemen I know you will not forget your homes, and your country, I will do all 


in my power for you. Goodbye friends. 


Buckner tipped his cap and the prisoners responded with loud yells, which 
prompted the Federals to stop the shouting.”* 

Still, there were escapes among so many prisoners. Buckner asked Grant 
to allow his men to bury their dead, and Grant later admitted that some Con- 
federates just walked off while doing so. Oddly enough, some Southerners 
came to Grant himself and admitted that they were tired of war and wanted 
to go home and would never fight again. “I bade them go,” he wrote. The 
rest remained in a pitiful state of boredom, waiting on the Federals to do 
something with them. One member of the 14th Mississippi related, “we had 
nothing to do but to stand around our fires and talk of our experiences and 
narrow escapes during the four days carnage.” 

After long hours of waiting “in the mud... first on one foot and then 
on the other,” the prisoners were “marched in long lines from their camps 
to the landing to be sent to Cairo.” “They are a strange and motley crowd,” 
Will Wallace wrote Ann, “but they shoot terribly sharply.” More humiliation 
occurred at the landing, where one IIlinoisan described how “the steep bank 
soon became very slippery while this trampsing was going on and raining in 
sheets, and the clumsy fellows commenced to negotiate down trip on their 
backs, knocking the feet from under others as they went, sometimes two or 
three deep at the bottom.” Then, the trip northward proved agonizing, the 
men packed as they were on the boats like “freight,” one chaplain noted. 
Another Confederate described how the steamboats “appeared to be rotten 
from bottom to top,” adding, “we were in much more danger on the decks of 
these old boats than we were when we were facing the Yankee bullets.” There 
was some presumed firing at the prisoners, such as when guards shot into the 
water after they thought a Confederate had jumped ship trying to escape; they 
later found out that a dog had jumped overboard. More conspiratorial, one 
Tennessean wrote later, “the capture of the boat was freely talked of an would 
have been done if it had been attempted, but the whole of the lowlands were 
covered with water and if we had captured the boat we could not have made 
our escape.” 

As the notion to take over their steamboat indicated, there was fight left in 
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the Confederates, over and above the “cocky” rooster Jake that served as the 
3rd Tennessee’s mascot (along with Frank, the dog mascot of the 2nd Ken- 
tucky). They still had a lot to be proud of, one Mississippian writing, “we felt 
that they had the whistle but had payed for it dearly.” Many took heart at how 
well the Confederates had fought; Colonel Farquharson was amazed, noting 
that the soldiers fought “admirably for troops only a month or so from the 
plough.” Federal Jacob Lauman wrote that “such a lot of humanity I never 
saw before —all butternut color; but they can shoot, as many of our boys can 
testify.” Moreover, the Confederates were apparently still ready to fight, if 
prompted; at one point John C. Brown almost got into a fistfight with Major 
Wesley Boyd of the late-arriving 52nd Illinois. On another occasion an IIli- 
noisan took three “colts revolvers” from Colonel Bailey, all while the colonel 
was “denying that he was armed.” One Iowan was amazed that “after being 
so badly whipped here, [they] did not hesitate to say that one of their soldiers 
was good for half a dozen of ours. I think they will begin to lose conceit of 
themselves by and by.” Still, open conflict was rare, and one Iowan even 
related, “they were sociable fellows and we were on good terms with them 
before they left.’””’ 

Grant eventually sent all but a few prisoners northward, the commissary 
at Cairo listing rations issued for 14,623 Confederates. Grant decided while 
sending the bulk of Confederate prisoners to Northern camps that he would 
“retain enough of the enemy to exchange for them.” The prisoners accord- 
ingly moved by boat to St. Louis and Alton, citizens along the way at times 
throwing tobacco and fruit to the prisoners on the boats and schoolchildren 
giving the “Rebel Yell.” Numerous other odd experiences also occurred, 
such as one day when “a genial sun for a few minutes caused so many of 
us to go to the sunny side of the boat.” One Confederate noted, “the captain 
was alarmed.” Once they disembarked from the boats, the prisoners moved 
by train to Chicago and other prison sites, but even the trips by rail were 
troublesome in blizzard conditions. The Confederates were certainly an odd- 
looking sight to Northerners who came to view them every chance they had, 
carrying as they did their “camp kettles, skillets, ovens, frying pans, coffee 
pots, tin pans, tin cups, and plates. We had them on our heads, on our backs, 
swinging to our sides and in our hands.” Chicagoans, for example, turned 
out by the thousands to see the defiant prisoners who whistled Dixie as they 
marched from site to site, eventually to Camp Douglas; others went to Camp 
Chase in Columbus, Ohio, and Johnson’s Island on Lake Erie. The prison- 
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ers sometimes cheered Jefferson Davis when Union citizens decried them. 
“Some would curse us and call us poor ignorant devils,” remembered M. A. 
Ryan of the 14th Mississippi. “Some would curse Jeff Davis for getting us 
‘poor, ignorant creatures’ into such a trap.” The children who had obviously 
been told that Confederates were monsters were heard to ask, “where are their 
horns and tails? I don’t see them.” 

Back at Fort Donelson, the dead, while past help, had to be attended to as 
well, although the cold weather made this duty somewhat less time-critical 
than at summer battles. Still, the battlefield was by all accounts a terrible 
spectacle: “it was the most horrid sight I ever beheld & I hope I may never see 
such another one,” Charles Tompkins wrote his wife. George Durfee noted, 
“the damned rebels stripped our dead of their boots those that had them on 
and turned their pockets inside out.” Although officers were often sent home 
for burial, the rank and file were buried right on the field. George Carrington 
described the burial of the 11th Illinois’s dead: “a trench six feet wide was 
dug and the dead laid in side by side. They were then covered with blankets. A 
few words by the chaplain. The trench is then filled with earth. 76 were buried 
in this one grave on the line where they fell.’”” Members of the regiments cut 
headboards to identify the dead, and many poignant moments occurred dur- 
ing the doleful duty. Carrington noted a member of the 45th Illinois beholding 
the body of his brother: “I saw him stand and look at his Brother lying there 
dead, He said nothing and soon turned away and left him there.” At the same 
time, details of Confederates buried their dead on the battlefield, and contin- 
ued all the way until February 18. Luther Cowan noted that even several days 
later, “we find them piled up in the woods, old houses and thrown into holes.” 
Perhaps most troubling, various newspapers in the North carried the story of 
the Federals finding several Union dead in the Dover jail without wounds. 
Most surmised they had been there for months and were either starved to 
death or poisoned.” 

Grant also had to do something with all the captured stores at Dover, which 
one Confederate described as “presenting nothing but one consolidated scene 
of confusion and strife.” Grant was amazed at the haul: “the amount of sup- 
plies captured here is very large,” he wrote, “sufficient, probably, for twenty 
days for all my army... . Of rice I don’t know that we will want any more 
during the war.” The only item that was scarce seemed to be coffee. There 
were also plenty of weapons of all sorts piled up in great heaps, one Federal 
wrote, but they were so deficient that the government had no use for them. 
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Federals could walk by and get any they wanted. Occasionally, a soldier 
would examine a weapon and throw it back on the pile only to have it “go off 
sending a bullet singing off in most any direction.” As in many cases during 
the war, Grant also had to issue explicit orders to keep his soldiers from loot- 
ing captured stores or private items. He did so with humor: “pillaging and 
appropriating public property to private purposes is positively prohibited.’ 

It is amazing that anyone could retain a sense of humor amid so much suf- 
fering. 


16 


“THE TROPHIES OF WAR ARE IMMENSE” 





The USS Carondelet arrived at Cairo in a heavy fog on February 17, one 
observer noting the ironclad actually “passed below the town unnoticed, and 
had great difficulty in finding the landing.” While slowly moving back to- 
ward Cairo blowing her whistle, numerous people in the town thought it was 
a Confederate gunboat raiding from below. Once Commander Henry Walke 
landed, however, fright turned to joy as the gunboat brought news of the sur- 
render of Fort Donelson, including the capture of fifteen thousand prisoners 
and two generals. But all who saw the gunboat knew it had been a tough 
victory; one Cincinnati sailor wrote that the Carondelet looked “very much 
the same as we did” but noted the small loss of life “shows that the boats can 
stand a great battering without much loss.” 

News quickly spread from Cairo as Union commanders sent word up the 
chains of command. Cullum wrote Halleck, “the Union flag floats over Fort 
Donelson.” Foote sent word to Gideon Welles in Washington: “the trophies 
of war are immense and the particulars will soon be given.” The news spread 
elsewhere as well. The Iowa House of Representatives was in the middle of 
a roll call vote when, around 11:00 Am that morning, a local newspaper edi- 
tor burst into the chamber “in a manner betokening intense excitement.” He 
made his way hurriedly to the speaker’s stand, at which point Speaker Rush 
Clark shouted, “Gen. Grant has captured Fort Donelson!” Pandemonium 
erupted, one eyewitness writing that “the members sprang to their feet with 
the wildest cheers and hurrahs that ever woke the echoes of the Old Capi- 
tol building... . the members went fairly wild, hugging each other, shaking 
hands, cheering, and in every possible manner giving way to expressions of 
extravagant delight.” The commotion was so loud that the neighboring senate 
heard the uproar, and senators, “startled by the noise and confusion,” began 
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to enter the chamber wondering what was happening. When informed of the 
news, they also joined in the celebration. Iowans had played a major role in 
the victory and it was worth celebrating. Yet the victory came at a cost, and 
that news similarly soon arrived in Des Moines. An eyewitness grimly noted, 
“it was but a few hours until joy over the great victory gave place to sorrow 
for the fate of the gallant dead.” 

The celebrations that occurred in Iowa were but one example of the pro- 
cess playing out all over the North, eventually as far as the west coast. News 
spread in every direction, correspondent Alexander Simplot noting that the 
report “flash[ed] over the north like a glorious gleam of sunshine following 
the gloom of the Bull Run disaster.” Students at Oxford, Ohio’s, Miami Uni- 
versity were ecstatic: “we went around with 4 or 5 drums and tin pans and 
serenaded every person in town.” In Chicago, where citizens quickly raised 
two thousand dollars to aid the wounded, one witness declared: “flags, bells, 
cannon, rockets, bonfires, illuminations, and shoutings vainly strove to give 
expression to our wild rejoicings.” Similarly, Randall Cooke wrote his daugh- 
ter from Wallingford, Connecticut, that flags were floating and bells ringing 
because of the news of Fort Donelson: “there is great rejoicing among the 
politicians who are looking for an early termination of the war.’ One North- 
ern woman even wrote, “I believe that the general opinion is now, that the 
Donelson affair, is one of the greatest victories that we have gained at all.” 
The same joy exploded in numerous Federal camps. One soldier wrote how 
“about dark yesterday, we received the news of the capture of Fort Donelson, 
the Camp was perfectly wild with excitement for about an hour. One fine 
Brass Band played Yankee Doodle, Hail Columbia, Dixie, & e, & e. while the 
‘boys’ united in cheer after cheer for the success of our arms.’” 

George Templeton Strong commented in his diary, “Laus Deo again! We 
are victorious at Fort Donelson.” He then reported the losses and capture of 
prisoners, including at first Albert Sidney Johnston, although he later corrected 
himself: “the captured General Johnston is not the genuine A. S. Johnston. He 
is a bogus Johnston, a “Bushrod Johnston’ [Johnson] that nobody ever heard 
of.” He also erroneously reported Floyd captured but wondered what to do 
with him, finally recommending “commit[ing] him to Barnum’s custody as 
a special deputy United States marshal pro tem. ... He could be most profit- 
ably exhibited along with Commodore Nutt and the ‘What-Is-It?’’”* 

The South reacted quite differently, not only over the loss of friends and 
family but also over the staggering defeat—a defeat that was hard to deny or 
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explain away. No one could get enough information. The Clarksville News 
Chronicle, its readers within earshot of the fighting, knew it had to produce 
and editorialized: “we have kept our paper back some eighteen hours awaiting 
news.” Families wondered what happened to their beloved—dead, wounded, 
captured. “This is all we now know of their fate,” wrote one concerned loved 
one, “lists of killed and wounded have not been published.” 

By early March, word even reached Europe, and Confederate commission- 
ers there had a hard time explaining why European nations should support 
this new Confederacy. John Slidell wrote from Paris: “I need not say how un- 
favorable an influence these defeats, following in such quick succession, have 
produced on public sentiment.” J. M. Mason similarly wrote from London, 
“the late reverses at Fort Henry and Fort Donelson have led an unfortunate 
effect upon the minds of our friends here.” P. A. Post echoed their sentiments 
but reminded the Spanish foreign secretary that Spain itself was conquered 
and ruled by Napoleon but still, on its last leg, “rose in their might and drove 
the imperial legions beyond the Pyrenees.’ 

Such isolated events as Fort Henry and Fort Donelson had caused world- 
wide reverberations. Sadly, they were only the entering wedge in a war that 
would last several more years. 


While the news spread like wildfire across the globe, the misery at Fort 
Donelson itself did not wane. For those who were involved in the campaign, 
especially in the terrible weather conditions, the aftermath only brought more 
misery. The weather remained cold and rainy after the surrender, prompting 
one Federal to write, “if this is “good old Tennessee’ I have had enough of 
it, maybe when I get to Nashville I will have a better opinion of Tenn.” He 
added significantly, “I have got so I cannot bear to hear it rain.”” Everyone was 
tired and grumpy, one writing that the soldiers “cant keep from quarreling 
about everything. The rattle of a leaf startles us. Any rasping sound sets the 
shivers going. Sounds like the whistle of a bullet. I reckon we’re nervous.” 
A Kentuckian on the way back to Fort Henry simply noted that he was “sick 
and tired and hungry and mad.” The misery, of course, did not confine it- 
self to the lower ranks. Lew Wallace wrote his wife that he had “a terrible 
cold ... my lungs and throat are very sore, tho’ I am better today.””’ 

The despair began to ease as the days moved on, the Federal soldiers find- 
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ing other things to occupy their time. “Some of the boys have quite exciting 
times fishing guns from the River,’ wrote one soldier. The living quarters 
also improved, with many Federals moving into the Confederate cabins. “We 
are quartered in the Rebels shanties,” one noted, but “the straw they left in 
the bunks was alive with gray backs, and in less than half hour we were 
salted with them completely.” The continual appearance of reinforcements 
also helped take Federal minds off the misery, most of the new men arriving 
by steamboat at the Dover landing. Their trip had been interesting in itself, 
some reporting the various effects of the fighting. One Federal described see- 
ing the gunboats heading back to Cairo, all shot to pieces. Another Illinoisan 
reported seeing prisoners early in his voyage: “we seen Gen. Tilghman and 
about 25 of his men, on board the steamer Hannibal as prisoners of war.” 
Once in the Cumberland after Fort Donelson’s surrender, he wrote, ““we met 
five steamboats this morning, coming down the river laden with prisoners and 
soldiers.” Once at the fort, he noted the bluffs “are still full of them.’”® 

A decidedly different set of people also arrived, the tourists. One Fed- 
eral described arriving steamboats containing excursionists who had come to 
see the battlefield, another numbering them as “hundreds of citizens.” One 
described “visitors from Cincinnati to see battle ground, a great number of 
ladies.”” Many gathered bundles of sticks to take home to make canes: “I ex- 
pect that there will not be a stick left soon,” wrote one Federal, “the most of 
them were cut to pieces by the musket balls that were fired by both parties. 
O Kate, you have no idea how it looked.” Of particular note were northern 
state governors, including Richard Yates of Illinois, Oliver P. Morton of Indi- 
ana, William Dennison of Ohio, and Samuel J. Kirkwood of Iowa. Governor 
Kirkwood “paid us a flying visit a few days ago,” one Iowan remembered, 
“they remained one day, gathered some trophies, and left again for Iowa.” 
The governor took with him the flag of the 2nd Iowa, it “having 17 bullet 
holes through it.” Many soldiers sent home other trophies as well.’ 

What these visitors and soldiers alike saw after the battle filled them 
with horror. One Federal declared, “let a person visit the battle ground. And 
see the trees And bushes cut to pieces with Cannon balls And musket balls. 
they would think it impossible for a man to escape without being Shot some 
place.” Others described the fort itself, one Federal writing, “this place is 
naturally a very strong place, and to this they have added all that labor, and 
expense would do, so that now it is rather a formidable place.”’'® 
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Making the scene more horrendous, there were still wounded and dead on 
the field in the first few days after the surrender. Wounded survivors were still 
being found as late as February 22: 


some of our men while strolling about the entrenchments yesterday found a 
secessionist in a brush heap with both legs shattered by a cannon ball his hands 
both froze off. His face frozen until it was black. He was in his shirt sleeves and 
had been lying there ever since last Friday a week on the cold ground & was still 


able to faintly ask for a drink of water. 


Those who could be moved were sent to hospitals all along the Ohio and 
Mississippi rivers, some as far as Cincinnati and St. Louis. Dead bodies were 
still being found as well for days after the fighting ended. As the days passed, 
many citizens from the North also arrived seeking bodies of loved ones."! 

A major attraction, especially early on, was the Confederate prisoners, 
although many continually escaped through the porous net of Union guards. 
Bushrod Johnson, for example, had determined to stay with his men on Feb- 
ruary 16, but by February 18 he was still at the fort despite the fact that his 
men had already been transported northward. He had no thoughts of escape 
until he and another officer walked out toward Heiman’s position between In- 
dian Creek and Erin Hollow. “Finding no sentinel to obstruct me,’ he wrote, 
“I passed on and was soon beyond the Federal encampments.” Understand- 
ing what Floyd and Pillow had done, he wanted it understood that he had 
remained as long as his men were there and that he had no honor to fulfill 
because he “had been given no parole, and had made no promises.” In fact, 
he thought he had not even been recognized as a higher-level officer, al- 
though several communications among the Federal high command noted him 
as a captured Confederate general. In fact, like George Templeton Strong, 
other Federals initially confused Johnson with the overall Confederate com- 
mander, writing home that Albert Sidney Johnston had been captured at Fort 
Donelson. When the truth came out, this Johnson gained little sympathy, a 
hometown Ohio newspaper writing, “none of his relatives, so far as I know, 
have the slightest sympathy for his treason, which they regret far more than 
his capture.”!” 

In the middle of all the chaos of reorganization and visitors, Grant kept his 
mind firmly on the future and began to consolidate his victory. First of all, he 
arrayed his forces for defense, Smith on the right with Lauman in command 
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of the fort itself and McClernand on the left of the Confederate trenches. As 
further defense of his gains and as a precursor to more action along the Ten- 
nessee River, Grant sent Lew Wallace back to the soggy Fort Henry with two 
of his brigades and artillery: “I was as glad to get back to Fort Henry as I had 
been at being ordered to Fort Donelson,’ Wallace noted. Grant also organized 
another division at Fort Donelson to take over the rearward town areas and 
oversee the stores—the Fourth Division under newly arrived Brigadier Gen- 
eral Stephen A. Hurlbut. To keep the soldiers in line, Grant issued orders that 
“prohibited [them] from entering the town of Dover or any houses therein 
situated without permission. ... Any officer violating the above order will be 
at once arrested.”!” 

There was some celebration too. On February 22, a thirty-four-gun sa- 
lute occurred for George Washington’s birthday. It was the deadline Lincoln 
had set for a general advance of the Union armies. Grant had certainly com- 
plied .. . and then some." 


We heard all of the cannon at Fort Henry and Fort Donnelson it made all 
nature quake and jair and trimble.” So wrote one of the many civilians in the 
twin-rivers area affected by the massive amount of military movement that 
was punctuated by short but intense and deadly combat. While the soldiers 
themselves and their families suffered the major effects of being killed or 
wounded, the stark reality was that the local population was very much af- 
fected as well. Even the shortest travel was curtailed; in the midst of the 
campaigning, one old man who lived near Fort Henry wanted the Federals to 
provide him with an escort to return to his home. He was nearly deaf and he 
“feared someone would call for him to halt and he would not hear them.”’° 

After the fact, many Federals gave detailed observations of the local area 
and in doing so provided a glimpse of the suffering of the civilians, some 
even before the fighting had erupted. James B. McPherson, for example, de- 
scribed the area as “very rolling, thickly covered with timber, and sparsely 
populated; the soil, as a general thing, being poor.” An Iowan agreed, writing, 
“the country between Fort Henry and Donaldson [Donelson] is as rough as 
Connecticut and the soil very poor. The timber is good both in quantity and 
quality. There are not many houses and the niggers have all been carried off.” 
Many Federals took an extremely negative view of the locals, one asserting 
that only women remained, and most claimed to be widows. He continued 
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that the people were “the most ignorant and God forsaken set of human be- 
ings that I ever saw. In traveling over two hundred miles we only passed two 
school houses and they looked as though they had not been occupied for 
some time. Most all live in log cabins with mud chimneys. We saw only six 
frame buildings on the rout. The land is very poor. Tobacco is the principal 
product.’!® 

Many Federals described Dover in the same manner, especially after the 
siege. One called it “an old dilapidated town,’ and most of the residents had 
fled upon realizing that their little village would soon be a war zone. Cor- 
respondent Alexander Simplot noted, “the town being bare of its inhabitants, 
gave a very deserted appearance to the entire locality.” An Indianan similarly 
wrote, “many dwellings are deserted. Farms are laying neglected, the own- 
ers having fled at the approach of the armies leaving most of their property 
behind them which the soldiers confiscate when they find it and our teams 
subsist principally on forage when in the neighborhood.” An Illinoisan gave 
a detailed view of Dover, writing home that it was “about the size of Millers- 
burg, and has been laid out for the last 30 or 40 years.” He went on to describe 
a courthouse, jail, two taverns, and “3 or 4 stores and as many groceries 
together with the shops and other resorts necessary to make a southern vil- 
lage... . The Furniture was nice and tasty which fell prey to the Soldiers and 
was destroyed by them in great measure until prohibited by order of General 
Grant.” That same [linoisan wrote, 


the citizens are returning to their homes now and they find their Houses in a very 
bad condition all of which had been used for to stow the sick and wounded and 
dead... . there is nothing here to support a town as I can see the farms are small 
and far between the Citizens have no enterprise and it looks like they have a hard 


road to travel at the best.!” 


It did not help that the Federals were not always on their best behavior, 
even this early in the war, when Federal policy was to treat Southern civilians 
with kid gloves. One Confederate described a trip toward Fort Donelson and 
“when within about 12 miles of the point I met the citizens of the country 
fleeing from their homes with terrible rumors of a Northern army marching 
through the country.” Grant specifically dealt with the issue of looting before 
he sent the men out on their expeditions, outlawing “plundering and dis- 
turbing private property.” He noted that terrorizing the civilians made “open 
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and armed enemies of many who, from opposite treatment, would become 
friends, or at most non-combatants.”’!® 

All the lectures and orders did not help much. Charles Cowell scribbled 
in his diary after the January marches, “the boys were very ha[r]d on the na- 
tives of the country.” That said, there was a fine line between what was not 
allowed and what was accepted. McClernand, for instance, noted during the 
mid-January movements that he had to feed his men somehow and not taking 
large trains saved the government much money: “finding live stock, provi- 
sions, forage, &c., the owners of which had abandoned it and gone into the 
rebel army, I took and appropriated it to the uses of the United States without 
hesitation. In other cases I purchased from loyal citizens such supplies as 
were indispensable, and caused certificates to be issued, charging the Govern- 
ment for the fair value of the articles thus obtained.”'” 

Telling the difference between legitimate gathering of materials and un- 
necessary foraging was very hard, and instances of abuse occurred. One 
Ath Illinois cavalryman, for example, wrote, “it 1s considerable fun to scout 
... through the country. ... They are as scared as if they was a going to be 
killed and the people through the country when we get up to their houses they 
have them shut up as tight as if no one lived in them and when they do come 
out they are all wimen men are scarce.” He added, “if their country is all like 
this it aint worth fighting for.” 

Many others corroborated this account. “We went out scouting and killed 
3 or 4 cattle & hogs sheep chickens and every[thing] that was fit to eat. The 
people had all left these farms and villages,” wrote one Federal. Another told 
of how “in the afternoon a part of our men went out without leave & shot 
a lot of chickens, sheep &c. at an inhabited place & also brought in some 
sweet potatoes.” An Iowan at Fort Henry wrote, “the country abounds with 
cattle, sheep, hogs, geese, ducks, chickens, &c. Our Reg. killed two good big 
fat oxen yesterday. A number of our boys go out daily and bring in all they 
can carry of the feathered tribe so we are having good times.” One Federal 
summed it up succinctly: “we get lots of forage from the secesh farmers 
as we just take anything we want from them and don’t ask them anything 
about it.”?! 

A particular area of activity was to take slaves away from civilians. The 
Confederates certainly utilized slaves for the war effort, although Johnston, 
Tilghman, and company quickly found that the owners were not as willing 
as they had hoped to loan out their money-making assets. When the armies 
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came to the Dover region, for example, most owners opted to get out them- 
selves and take their expensive property with them. One Illinois cavalryman 
was thus surprised to find a slave in the vicinity, noting on February 14 that 
while near Randolph Forge, two miles from Dover, “I got my supper tonight 
from an old black woman.” He added, “nearly all of the niggars have been 
sent to Nashville.” He further noted, “the country is owned by small farmers, 
saw but few darkies along the road.’ 

Still, numerous slaves did remain in the area who were either left there or 
had escaped. One poignant episode occurred as the navy patrolled the rivers. 
In this instance, Phelps reported, “just before dark a negro ran down to the 
river bank, near the boat, chased by blood hounds in full cry after him, and 
begged to be taken on board.” The slave said Confederate cavalry was chas- 
ing him: “he had run 18 miles,” Phelps reported, and was to be taken when 
captured to Fort Donelson to work on the fortifications. Phelps took the man 
with him as he returned to the Ohio River. Those slaves still in the area or 
able to escape to Union lines were quickly put to work for the Federal forces. 
Somewhat surprisingly this early in the war when the Union slave policy 
was still extremely conservative, Halleck issued orders to Grant to “impress 
slaves of secessionists in vicinity to work on fortifications.” He warned that 
slaves “should be kept under guard and not allowed to communicate with 
the enemy, nor must they be allowed to escape.”’ Consequently, the Federal 
camps quickly began to fill with contraband. One Iowan at Smithland wrote, 
“there are lots of contrabands in town and they seem to welcome us by looks 
if no other way. The white inhabitants mostly claim to be Union men but 
some of them act strangely.” One racist [llinoisan noted, “I should like to 
live down here [but] you see plenty of darkies our camp is full much to our 
annoyance.” 

While some fought back, one woman complaining to C. F. Smith that 
Federal soldiers confiscated the children of her contraband who had fled to 
safety, many Confederate civilians sided with whichever army seemed to be 
in control of their area at the time. Locals aided in the care of Confederate 
cavalry at Fort Henry, but many soon became Unionists when the Federals 
arrived. After Fort Donelson, Grant reported, “great numbers of Union people 
have come in to see us, and express great hope for the future. They say seces- 
sionists are in great trepidation— some leaving the country, others expressing 
anxiety to be assured that they will not be molested if they will come in and 
take the oath.” An Illinoisan gave a specific example: “stopped at the house 
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of a Mr. Winn. He owns 1400 acres of land for which he paid $8,000.00. It 
is the nicest place I have seen in Dixie. He has been in the Secesh army, but 
claims to be a Union man. He treated us very cordially, and invited us to stay 
for supper, which I declined.’ 

The generalities of the local civilian population’s suffering are bad enough, 
but specific examples demonstrate the tough spot in which these Tennesse- 
ans found themselves. Southern newspapers carried the account of a distur- 
bance between a citizen of Dover and a captain in the local 14th Tennessee in 
January 1862, resulting in the captain’s death from “a wound inflicted from 
a pistol shot.” One farmer near Fort Henry was so afraid when the Federal 
army landed that he immediately asked for a guard on his property, and one 
[llinoisan noted the disgust that he felt: “the idea of enlisting to fight for ‘Old 
Glory’ and save the Union, and the first thing he had to do was to guard a lot 
of dirty pigs that were not half as good as those in his father’s farm yard, but 
‘orders is orders.’” The marching Federal army so frightened Flora Sykes 
that she could only resolve to hide behind a chest in her house as they passed. 
It was obviously worse when actual combat raged around those who could 
not get out. One Federal later wrote of a wretched scene right in the midst of 
the fighting at Fort Donelson: “I remember one day while moving thus to the 
right, we passed a small dwelling, around which was a mother and a lot of 
children, little girls and boys, wringing their hands and crying. The mother 
was frantic with fear and apprehension. Cannon-balls had already perfo- 
rated her house in several places, and the air was blue with shell, balls, and 
bullets.” 

Even so, some civilians took chances to provide services to one side or the 
other. Some remained in Dover and hid Confederate prisoners in their lofts or 
houses. Numerous Federals wrote of the kindness offered them even as they 
were on the march, perhaps something as simple as receiving a cup of coffee 
during a cold day’s trek. Even war could not dampen the kindness of some 
who were themselves in their hardest hour.’°® 

On the other hand, the suffering also brought out the worst in others. 
John A. McClernand described how Major John J. Mudd, “while performing 
an act of kindness at the request of one of two or three countrymen, one of 
the party dropped behind and shot him in the back, inflicting a severe, but I 
trust not mortal, wound.’ 

The Federals were quickly getting versed in dealing with occupation 
issues. 
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Aitbert Sidney Johnston received updates all through the fighting at Fort Do- 
nelson, even as he retreated to Nashville. One staff officer later remembered 
the retreat, writing, “it was a sad journey, for all along the rout we received 
telegrams of disaster.” While Pillow kept Polk informed at Columbus, Floyd 
primarily wrote Johnston of the fighting and offered little good news as early 
as February 13: “we will endeavor to hold our position if we are capable of 
doing so.” This was of course before the feared gunboats attacked. At that 
time, Johnston had replied, “if you lose the fort, bring your troops to Nash- 
ville if possible.” Whether it was a statement that Floyd should not lose the 
army in losing the fort or if it was a direction for where to retreat is not known, 
but Johnston reacted by sending orders for railroad bridges to be burned and 
hastened Hardee’s march to Nashville. Then things changed as Floyd and 
Pillow sent a glorious message of victory on February 14, Pillow calling 
it “the fiercest fight on record.” More glorious news came on February 15, 
which Johnston sent on to Richmond, calling it a “brilliant victory.” Then on 
February 16, Johnston received the fatal news, unexpected especially after he 
had received such good tidings just hours before. He notified Richmond on 
February 17, telling Davis, “at midnight on the 15th I received the news of a 
glorious victory; at dawn, of a defeat.”’”® 

The Confederate high command reeled at the news of the loss. Beauregard 
had recently written, “the loss of Fort Donelson (God grant it may not fall) 
would be followed by consequences too lamentable to be now alluded to.” 
Governor Harris was similarly distraught, realizing that Nashville now lay 
defenseless. He had tirelessly asked for reinforcement of Donelson, telling 
Johnston, “if there is anything that State authorities can do to aid this or any 
other matter they are at your command.” He later wrote, “Fort Donelson has 
fallen and Nashville will fall into the hands of Federals. No stand can be made 
there... . I will rally all the Tennesseans possible and go with them myself 
to our army.” Lower-level Confederates were upset as well; one Southerner 
wrote, “the terrible news of our defeat at Donelson came this morning. I have 
seldom felt so deep a pang of grief.” A Virginian noted, “to your list of disas- 
ters the greatest of all has now to be added—we have been defeated in a great 
battle — Tennessee seems to be lost— with it Columbus — Memphis — the Val- 
ley of the Mississippi.””’ 

The ramifications of this Confederate defeat were not lost on the now 
defenseless people of Nashville. One Tennessean noted, “before ten o’clock 
Sunday morning a vague rumor that Fort Donelson had surrendered and that 
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the entire Confederate force had been taken prisoners, had found its way into 
the streets and was spreading with a rapidity which only such rumors can 
spread.” Then came confirmation: “the fall of Fort Donelson was announced 
by the ministers —from their pulpits—at 11 o’clock service —just after some 
had returned thanks for the victory.” The effect was electric. “The people 
were possessed with the idea of getting out of the City and stood not on the 
order of going—Hacks went up to ten, twenty, dollars an hour.” Governor 
Harris and the legislature, along with the state archives, left on a train that 
night, full as it was of citizens as well: “the Engine was taxed to carry its load 
of refugees.’”*” 

The arrival of Confederate survivors from Donelson did not help; they 
straggled into Nashville, providing a human face to the facts of the defeat. 
The wounded also began to pour in. “The wildest excitement prevailed in 
the city,” one observer noted, “very many persons left the city in vehicles — 
many on the cars. The Gov. & Legislature decamped. Nashville was a panic 
stricken city. The Union men alone seem to have their wits about them.” 
It was no better the next day, the same observer adding: “‘as a day of panic 
and terrified confusion this was equal to the preceding— Large bodies of the 
retreating army were hastening through, and getting supplies as they passed. 
Many citizens and their families left on the cars and in vehicles.” The writer 
went on to indicate there was little hope: “what I saw of Johnston’s army to 
day and yesterday fully equaled any description I have ever read of an army 
in hurried retreat before a superior force, whose fangs they must avoid. There 
was hurry, confusion, alarm, and on the part of many a sullen dissatisfaction 
at not being able to fight.’”’ 

The arrival of the Donelson commanders proved shocking too. When 
Floyd and Pillow arrived, they were already under a cloud. Rumors swirled, 
one Illinoisan even declaring that Pillow and Floyd “got away with wom- 
ens clothes on.” Cullum referred to the Virginian as “Floyd the traitor” and 
another Federal stated erroneously that Floyd had been captured: “they got 
the old fellow that robbed the treasury.” An Indianan more correctly related, 
“our men were very much vexed at the escape of Floyd and Pillow. Every 
soldier wanted to see Floyd the thief.” One Virginia Confederate was ex- 
tremely upset: “I think to cashier them & dismiss them [Floyd and Pillow] 
from the service is necessary to show the world that the Southern heart appre- 
ciates their dastardly conduct & smarts under the disgrace of the Surrender at 
Ft. Donnelson.” A Kentuckian similarly noted, “no sort of engineering in the 
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way of forts and rifle-pits could have saved that army from disaster, com- 
manded, as it was, by officers who, from beginning to end, were guilty of a 
perfect medley of errors.” 

Although Pillow and Floyd put the best-possible justification on their ac- 
tions during speeches at Nashville, it fell to Forrest’s cavalry to make some 
sense of the bedlam and get out what stores and supplies they could. He did 
so, but eventually fell back with Johnston’s army, leaving the city defense- 
less. The people of the larger Confederacy also soon realized what the people 
of Nashville were witnessing, that the twin-rivers defeat had been an un- 
mitigated disaster. Civilians all over the Confederacy strove to learn all they 
could, one writing that he “walked in to town this Evening as I was anxious 
to hear what was to be heard.” It was only bad news, and getting worse by the 
day.* 

In Richmond, Jefferson Davis had to boldly bluff at his inauguration just 
six days later, on February 22, although he privately told his brother, “I can- 
not believe that our army surrendered without an effort to cut the investing 
lines and retreat to the main body of the army.” At any rate, the stark real- 
ity was that the Confederacy had endured a major defeat, and the Southern 
population responded to the news with sadness. But there was a glimmer of 
stubbornness as defeat tended to prompt additional resolve. One Confederate 
wrote, “as soon as I heard of the fall of Fort Henry and Donelson I knew that 
it would take every available man in the south to check the invaders.” Perhaps 
in part because of the major defeats on the twin rivers, many Southerners 
joined the Confederate army in this second spring of the war.** 








We have been waiting here in the greatest anxiety for two or three days to 
hear the result of the battle at Fort Donelson.” So wrote Lincoln’s secretary 
John Nicolay, expressing even Lincoln’s deep concern over what was hap- 
pening. Just as all the South waited for news from Fort Donelson, so did 
the North wait in anxious expectation. While all waited, a nervous Halleck 
could only send more troops to Grant, writing Sherman at Paducah, “send to 
General Grant everything you can spare from Paducah and Smithland; also 
General Hurlbut.» 

Then came the joyous news, provided by the Carondelet as it moored at the 
Cairo landing. Celebrations quickly emerged in Union camps. Bands played, 
cannon fired, and prayers of thanks went up all across the nation. Other forms 
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of information also spread the news, including a high number of personal let- 
ters sent home to let families know of the individual results. One staff officer 
wrote his family, “Glory to God in the Highest....The number killed on 
both sides is awful, but your two sons are here, safe and sound, unharmed.”*® 

The joy felt in the North was unequaled in the war, but there were many 
who learned sad tidings that emanated from the battlefield as well. Those who 
lost loved ones were stricken with grief, as were those who knew little of their 
loved ones’ fates, whether killed, wounded, or in prison. Newspapers such as 
the Cairo Gazette published false rumors of many killed, including colonels 
Lawler, Morrison, and John A. Logan. “The telegraph office was besieged 
night and day, and the streets were filled with distressed men and women, 
each looking with penetrating eagerness into the face of every person from 
whom they could hope to receive the least tidings,” wrote Logan’s wife, who 
had a special interest in those lists. Her husband had been wounded three 
times and was at first listed as dead, but she, for one, soon received the happy 
word that the news had been all in error. Other wives were just as distraught. 
Will Wallace’s wife, Ann, wrote on February 14 that she was invited to a 
party at a judge’s house, “but the thought of you before Fort Donelson is in 
my mind every minute.” Even Abraham Lincoln’s joy was stifled amid the 
celebrations. His son Willie died at the Executive Mansion in Washington on 
February 20, just four days after the surrender. Not only did Lincoln have a 
nation at war to run, but he also bore the incredible burden of losing a son and 
staying strong for his grief-stricken wife and son Tad, who was just as sick. 
While Tad would eventually recover, Lincoln knew not at the time whether 
he would die too. February 1862, with all its victorious joy, certainly carried 
with it much sadness for many in the North.*’ 

Still, it was a huge success, and the glory was spread around far and wide. 
State legislatures and towns passed resolutions of congratulations. Ottawa, 
Illinois, for example, sent congratulations to its two favorite sons, brigade 
commander Will Wallace and his father-in-law T. Lyle Dickey, colonel of 
the 4th Illinois Cavalry. Many other Union commanders also came in for 
their own praise, especially all of Grant’s division commanders. Lew Wallace 
gained some notoriety; Grant staff officer Hillyer wrote Wallace that he had 
“save[d] the day on the right,” and Wallace was not slow in telling his wife 
that he had indeed done so. Charles F. Smith received the most acclaim of 
Grant’s division commanders. Smith, one of his officers noted, “is a perfect 
gentleman, is perfect in military matters and brave as a lion.” Even Halleck 
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went so far as to ask McClellan: “make him a major-general. You can’t get a 
better one. Honor him for this victory and the whole country will applaud.” 
Smith received the promotion, but perhaps more important was his vindica- 
tion as a loyal Federal among his troops, who now supported him completely; 
perhaps he had so exposed himself in the fighting to show his loyalty. Specifi- 
cally, Lorenzo Thomas wrote him that his actions “afford the most positive 
refutation of the charges which had been brought by individuals not of the 
military.”” McClernand also received praise, although most of it was from his 
own pen. It was no doubt McClernand that Smith referred to in speaking of 
how newspaper reporters shied away from him; Smith later remarked how 
“the other Generals (Grant excepted) feed them and make much of them for 
a purpose.”*® 

By far, although there were still some detractors such as 45th Illinois colo- 
nel John E. Smith, who wrote, “Rowley has been appd one of that Drunken 
Cuss Genl Aids,” Grant received the most glory, including promotion to ma- 
jor general. He wrote Julia after the surrender, “I am most happy to write you 
from this very strongly fortified place, now in my possession, after the great- 
est victory of the season.” That is as far as he would go in touting himself, 
the humble general even pointing toward others in the process. To his new 
friend Sherman, he hoped that “should an opportunity occur, you will win for 
yourself the promotion which you are kind enough to say belongs to me. I 
care nothing for promotion so long as our arms are successful and no political 
appointments are made.” Naval officer Phelps readily recognized this streak 
of humility, writing Grant that he noted and admired “your generosity toward 
others in the hour of your triumph.””’ 

If Grant would not sound his own praise, many others did it for him. ““Gen- 
eral Grant has . .. won great laurels and I hope they will never be tarnished,” 
wrote one Iowan under him. “General Grant has redeemed his Belmont Blun- 
der and his stock is now at a premium,” noted another. Details of what Grant 
had accomplished made more fame come his way; he had taken a fort to 
which, “though strongly fortified by nature, all the safeguards suggested by 
science were added.” The haul also included the “greatest number of prison- 
ers of war ever taken in one battle on this continent.” Grant, not surprisingly, 
gave the credit to his soldiers, writing that “Fort Donelson will hereafter be 
marked in capitals on the maps of our united country, and the men who fought 
the battle will live in the memory of a grateful people.” Perhaps the best- 
known adulation came when news of Grant calmly smoking a cigar flashed 
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around the nation; so many people sent cigars that the pipe smoker switched 
on the spot.” 

Many also took time to offer thanks and praise to God for the victory, and 
sermons appeared on the Sundays thereafter touting the victory and God’s 
hand in it. Not the least among those offering praise to God was Flag Of- 
ficer Foote: “Let us thank God from our heart, and say not unto us alone, but 
unto Thy name, O Lord, belongs the glory of the triumph of our arms.” “Te 
Deum laudamus—Let the people praise Him,” wrote Will Wallace. Many 
individual soldiers were also grateful to God for the victory and for sparing 
them. “I have been on the Tennessee River where Fort Henry is and also on 
the Cumberland where Fort Donnelson is,” wrote one Federal. “It is the most 
mountainous place except Harpers Ferry I ever saw, how our troops could 
fight an enemy entrenched there unless an Almighty power helped them, I 
cannot tell. I believe God is on our side and that our cause is just.” James 
Fogle of the 11th Indiana wrote of such a religious experience on the way 
back to Fort Henry: 


we passed through a pine grove several miles in extent. It is the most beautiful 
grove I have ever seen and it was so green and nice that it fully looked like sum- 
mer and I thought that I would like to worship God in such a place as this for it 
made me feel like I wanted to fall on my knees and make offering my prayers to 
the most high God and then I thought of the many blessings God has bestowed 


on me since I have been in the army. 


He added, “the birds are singing all nature is rejoicing as there is no thing 
disturbing the land.” Nevertheless, his mind was obviously also fixated on 
the present war, writing, “but the cloud of war hangs darkly over rebellious 
Tennessee.””*! 

Despite the praise heaped on the generals and the thanksgiving to God, the 
fighting produced some irritability among those who thought they deserved 
more praise than they had received. While fighting competently, McClernand 
lusted mightily for glory, but Grant had grown weary of the politician, writing 
that his report “‘is a little highly colored as to the conduct of the first division.” 
McClernand had indeed written that his division bore “the brunt and burden 
of the battle.’ Grant also noted that he had not heard McClernand recommend 
an all-out advance on the afternoon of February 15, as he had claimed. Grant 
was not the only one. Lew Wallace also took issue and noted that McClernand 
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had not mentioned his stand late on February 15, writing, “all he plausibly can 
he appropriates to himself.” Even McClernand’s brigade commander Richard 
Oglesby later wrote on the back of McClernand’s congratulatory order, “we 
did the fighting. He did the writing.” 

Others bickered over glory as well. Ezra Taylor complained that Peter 
Wood’s Chicago battery unfairly received much more credit than his own 
Chicago unit; Taylor claimed he had driven the enemy back before Wood had 
arrived and “I have not the least idea that their shots hurt anybody as they 
fired at random not being able to see anybody from the fact of the enemy hav- 
ing retired.”’ Taylor indicated he was not against the other battery getting any 
glory, but “I wish them to earn their reputation by gallant deed.” Similarly, 
many took issue with the newspapers, Colonel John E. Smith referring to an 
account that said his 45th [llinois had run during the battle. “I would rather 
have been shot than have seen it,” he noted. An Iowan was also miffed at his 
state’s lack of glory: “I see the Chicago papers give all the praise to the Ill. 
Troops. They scarcely mention the Iowa Reg.” 

The bickering also extended to the navy. One Louisville sailor on the 
Carondelet related that the Carondelet did not get the credit she deserved 
because “there is an animosity between the Commodore and our Captain, 
which accounts for us not receiving the credit that is due us.” He went so far 
as to say that Foote “showed the white feather, for had all the boats of staid 
as long as us, the 14 of Feb would of decided it, instead of the 16th.”’* 

Despite all such bickering, no larger controversy emerged than that be- 
tween Grant and Halleck. Although McClellan wrote Halleck to “thank Gen. 
Grant, Flag Officer Foote and their commands for me,” Halleck congratulated 
everyone, including Smith and Foote, but Grant. He even singled out David 
Hunter in Missouri for sending reinforcements and thus making the differ- 
ence. In all his communications there was no praise for the man who deserved 
it most, Ulysses S. Grant.* 

In fact, Halleck eventually turned on Grant, using a lack of communica- 
tion (not Grant’s fault) to remove him from command of future operations. 
Lincoln soon became involved and Halleck had to reinstate Grant, but the 
relationship was materially damaged. Worse, Halleck used Grant’s victory for 
himself. He wrote McClellan, “make Buell, Grant, and Pope major-generals 
of volunteers, and give me command in the West. I ask this in return for 
Forts Henry and Donelson.” Later, he wrote of the west: “give it to me, and I 
will split secession in twain in one month.” Halleck was certainly seeking to 
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benefit from the glorious victory earned by his subordinate Grant, and indeed 
received some of the glory, the citizens of St. Louis going so far as to offer 
their congratulations and a dinner on his behalf.*° 

All the same, the quiet man from Galena deserved the praise, and found 
much of it when Northerners began to label the meaning of his initials U. S. 
as Unconditional Surrender. 


The Strategic significance of the February 1862 Confederate defeats was 
enormous. Henry Halleck certainly realized as much, writing on February 15: 
“Fort Donelson is the turning point of the war, and we must take it at whatever 
sacrifice.” While Forts Henry and Donelson were certainly front and center, 
other Confederate mishaps were likewise seen in combination with them as 
bad omens for the future. “We have all been disturbed by the defeats at Fort 
Donelson, Roanoke & other places,’ wrote one Southerner who understood 
the mammoth hole the Confederacy was digging for itself. Still, while those 
other defeats were large, they did not compare to the losses suffered in west 
Tennessee. With the Confederate strategic line in the west already severed at 
Fort Henry and Johnston’s wings already falling back or preparing to begin 
the concentration that would result at Corinth, Mississippi, the humiliating 
defeat at Fort Donelson simply added insult to injury.*’ 

Indeed, the ramifications of Fort Donelson were huge. Not only did it spur 
Union morale and conversely diminish Southern hopes for independence, 
but it also brought to the forefront a legitimate Union hero, Ulysses S. Grant. 
Perhaps more consequentially, the removal of around fifteen thousand Con- 
federate troops from the war was devastating to Confederate defense of the 
west. The way these men were lost infuriated Southerners even more. Addi- 
tionally, the tangible territorial loss forced by not only the Fort Henry defeat 
but also the Fort Donelson disaster loomed large. Johnston, with Hardee’s 
force, was already retreating from Bowling Green as a result of Fort Henry’s 
fall, but as long as Fort Donelson remained in service Nashville was at least 
partially protected. With that fort’s loss, however, the road was open to Nash- 
ville. Therefore Johnston ordered Hardee to fall back fast so he would not be 
caught north of the Cumberland River if Fort Donelson fell and the Federals 
beat Johnston to Nashville. “General Johnston wishes the command to march 
day and night until the Cumberland is crossed,” one of his aides wrote during 
the withdrawal. One soldier even linked Johnston’s order for retreat to a lack 
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of pay: “the retreat commenced and we have not stopped at any one place 
long enough to get it.” With Donelson’s fall, Johnston marched right through 
Nashville, knowing it was untenable.* 

Grant did not let the pressure lessen on Johnston and Nashville but sent 
another of Buell’s divisions under William “Bull” Nelson on up the river. 
This unit arrived after the surrender, and Grant sent it on to Clarksville aboard 
their transports. Despite his injured foot, which he described as “much in- 
flamed,” Foote was also back from Cairo with two ironclads, all the others 
being “badly cut up and require[ing] extensive repairs’; he ordered 150 car- 
penters to board the boats as quickly as possible. In addition to the ironclads 
was the Conestoga, as well as eight new mortar boats. Foote easily captured 
Clarksville on February 19 by taking possession of the three forts. The Fed- 
erals received a cool reception from Clarksville’s white citizens, one noting 
how “Lincoln gunboats arrived at Clarksville” on February 19 and “Lincoln 
troops arrived in Clarksville” on February 22. Such coolness was not the case 
with the slaves, however, one Illinoisan recording how “the negroes flocked 
to the shore.” Foote then informed Grant that he could also take Nashville 
just as easily because of “great panic” in the Confederate army, but Halleck 
“frustrated” the plan by ordering the gunboats not to go beyond Clarksville. 
Grant prepared for the eventual movement nevertheless and sent Smith’s di- 
vision to Clarksville too.” 

Despite Halleck’s interference, a stymied Grant was not about to give up, 
and with the theme “Onward to Nashville,” he opted to send Nelson on to 
Tennessee’s capital. The city was in a different department under Buell, but 
Nelson hailed from Buell’s army so Grant felt free to send those troops back 
to their own department, capturing Nashville in the process. Nelson beat 
Buell there, which caused a rift among the Federal high command. Also let 
loose was the navy, and the Federal ironclads soon made their appearance as 
well.*° 

The Federal soldiers were anxious to get to Tennessee’s capital. One said, 
“hope we will get through in time to plant the Old flag on the dome of the 
Capitol of Tennessee, Think I would be willing to lose an arm for the privi- 
lege of doing it myself.” The city did not disappoint: “the State House is the 
finest one in the Union. It is built of stone entirely, except the stair railings 
which are iron and the doors which are oak—it is decidedly the finest build- 
ing I ever saw.” Other factors at Nashville were not so great, despite the 
fact that the city surrendered “without firing a gun.” One Federal noted that 
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“the people here have made no demonstration of either welcome or hostil- 
ity, and the Union sentiment here is either expressly latent or insignificant.” 
Another commented on the continuing chaos: “arrived at and was disgusted 
with Nashville. Saw the citizens seizing bacon on the wharf. The town in a 
perfectly demoralizing panic.” The Federals quickly brought the city under 
control, employing former slaves to turn it into one of the bastions of Federal 
strength for the rest of the war. Meanwhile, others marched on through, chas- 
ing the Confederate rear guard; one Federal wrote they were camped south of 
Nashville “on the ground said to have been occupied by Genl Jackson for an 
encampment in 1814.”! 

Meanwhile, the problems continued to compound for the Confederates. 
Because of Fort Henry’s fall, other large swaths of the Confederacy were 
affected, including the concentration of troops in north Mississippi and west 
Tennessee from Florida, Louisiana, and eventually the trans-Mississippi. The 
events at Fort Donelson sped up that concentration. More tangibly, the turn- 
ing of Columbus forced that Gibraltar’s evacuation in early March, just days 
after the losses at Forts Henry and Donelson. Beauregard had clearly seen 
that its days were numbered and began urging evacuation as early as Febru- 
ary 7. That reality eventually came to pass a few weeks later after Donelson 
fell, Beauregard prophesying that holding Columbus “could only result in an 
early fate like that of Fort Donelson and the loss of the Mississippi Valley as 
a necessary consequence.’” 

The loss of Nashville, Columbus, and a large swath of Tennessee and Ken- 
tucky certainly affected the Confederate high command. Albert Sidney John- 
ston was severely castigated; one probably overhyped Confederate wrote, “if 
Old Johnson had have acted as he should have done, we could not only [have] 
sustained ourselves, but captured and killed all of the enemy, and rid Tenn of 
the foul invader.” Others in higher positions agreed. The Tennessee delega- 
tion in the Confederate Congress, with the exception of William G. Swan, 
asked Jefferson Davis to remove Johnston. “Confidence is no longer felt in 
the military skill of Gen. A. S. Johnston,” the group wrote. They also called 
on Davis to come west and take command himself, or appoint someone else 
to defend the theater. Ever since, historians have similarly faulted Johnston 
for his indecisive actions. Most significantly, biographer Charles P. Roland 
faulted Johnston for declaring Fort Donelson “untenable” and then pouring 
reinforcements in: “There lay the rub; for this defense had to be all or noth- 
ing at all.’”? 
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Johnston himself was not immune to the same feelings. He wrote that “the 
blow [Fort Donelson] was most disastrous and almost without remedy.” Even 
Davis wrote Johnston a private letter telling how he had made a defense for 
Johnston that “friendship prompted and many years’ acquaintance justified.” 
But now he needed facts. Johnston responded that he well understood, and 
that “the test of merit in my profession with the people is success. It is a hard 
rule, but I think it right.” While Johnston would retain command, he was 
nonetheless startled by the vitriol, which allowed Beauregard to take a larger 
role than was probably necessary or desired. Beauregard ran with it, writing, 
“T am taking the helm when the ship is already in the breakers and with but 
few sailors to man it. How it 1s to be extricated from its present perilous con- 
dition Providence alone can determine, and unless with its aid I can accom- 
plish but little.” Beauregard would clearly wield increasingly more influence, 
which would severely come to hamper Confederate efforts in the future.’ 

All this occurred while the Federals continued to put pressure on the reel- 
ing Confederate western defense. Eventually, Halleck, Grant, and company 
turned their attention back to what Halleck called “the great strategic line of 
the Western campaign,” the Tennessee River. Grant’s army, although he was 
temporarily removed and then reinstated, mostly made their way back to Fort 
Henry and the Tennessee River for movement southward. There, some of the 
same naval forces that had surveyed the river before, namely the Lexington 
and Tyler, led them. They continued to patrol the river, shelling landings and 
any perceived Confederate defensive area along the waterway as the cam- 
paign shifted into this new phase along the upper stretches of the river in west 
Tennessee.” 

And so it happened, in this southward moving process, that the two timber- 
clads, the vanguard of the eventual larger Union thrust up the river, located 
and fought a small action on March | at one of the numerous but soon to be 
important stops along the river.” 

The name of the landing: Pittsburg. 
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Forts Henry and Donelson were watershed events in the Civil War, especially 
at the specific moment they occurred. As the first meaningful Federal victo- 
ries, they propelled the Union war effort deeper into the South and galvanized 
Northern morale. They were also defining moments for the soldiers involved. 
One Confederate wrote in early March, “I have actually seen the elephant.” 
A Federal told his father, “I had my curiosity satisfied at Fort Donaldson.” 
Colonel John E. Smith of the 45th Illinois noted that before Fort Donelson his 
troops “were more eager then than they ever will be again to get into a fight. 
The Boys were constantly wishing they could have a fight. You do not hear 
any such wishes now.” 

Obviously, the staggering (for that point in the war) casualties had some- 
thing to do with the change. Federal official reports placed their losses at 
500 killed, 2,832 wounded, and 224 missing for a total of 2,832 out of some 
27,000 engaged. Of those, McClernand’s division, not surprisingly, sustained 
the lion’s share of the casualties, with some regiments such as the 11th Illinois 
losing 329 men, more than all the losses of Lew Wallace’s entire division. The 
9th Illinois sustained 210 total casualties. The very much debated Confederate 
losses, as documented in Confederate reports, listed 273 killed, 949 wounded, 
11,738 surrendered, and 2,286 missing or escaped out of around 18,000 en- 
gaged. The surrendered number is certainly low, the Federal commissary at 
Cairo listing rations given to 14,623 Confederates. Neither side ever really 
got over these first overwhelming numbers, especially in the South, where so 
many more prisoners were included in the figures. One Mississippi woman 
declared it “the beginning of our political troubles,” and a member of the 4th 
Mississippi acknowledged that the events were “the greatest horror of the war 
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to me.” Another Mississippi woman two years later wrote, “many yet mourn 
the loss of fathers, husbands, brothers, and children who perished.” Explain- 
ing the largest context of all, one contemporary writer noted the campaign 
was “the most bloody and desperate ever witnessed on the American conti- 
nent, excepting, perhaps, the earlier conquest of Mexico by the Spaniards.’ 

The war would continue, but a sense of partial finality set in for all. One 
stunned Federal wrote about how “we deeply mourn & grieve over the loss 
of our comrades who only a day or two ago were yet in our midst setting 
around our camp fires with us full of life, spirit and patriotism.” Fortunately, 
some relief came as the wounded returned home, but it took time for the huge 
numbers of injured to make it home. Only there did the full human results of 
the fighting become evident in stark reality; “a great many of our men were 
disabled so that they will never be fit for anything after they get out of the 
service,’ wrote Charles H. Floyd of Illinois. A particular case in point was 
William A. Nichols of the 31st Indiana, who “was struck by a musket ball in 
front, on the nose, which ball passed through his head below the brain, and 
came out on the back of the neck.’”’ He somehow survived, and his lieuten- 
ant had the marvelous insight to write him a letter later that year supporting 
medical aid. He wrote of the wound “rendering said private Nichols entirely 
unfit for any military duty.” 

The arrival of some of the dead most certainly made the finality of war evi- 
dent to many in the nation. One Kentuckian noted in his diary a particularly 
poignant scene: 


this was the first one of the young men who left this Portion of the county that 
has ever returned or been brought back and as I stood to day and looked upon 
that cold inanimate form sleeping calmly in death I could but hope he had gone 
to that land where wars can never come. I could but hope that though his body 
was in the hands of friends to be consigned to the Mother earth that his mortal 
Spirit was in heaven. I could but feel sad at the fate of a Poor Prisoner away from 
home and friends surrounded by those who look upon him as an enemy to lie 
down and die in a Miserable hospital such is the fate of hundreds almost daily 
and if this war continues which God forbid this must increase on both sides. 

Oh how little did this young man think when a few months ago he bade me 
good by and told me he was off for Dixie that this would be his fate that he was 
never again to meet those friends he had left behind on earth or that he would be 


brought back to his native county a corpse.’ 
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As time passed, however, some began to see a larger context for their ac- 
tions. One Ilinoisan wrote, “I have went through hardships enough in the last 
six days to have killed me if I had been at home.” Another wrote his sister, 
“we have reason to praise the Lord.’”’ Many echoed Grant’s claim that it was 
the largest battle on the continent to date, one soldier writing that it was “the 
greatest victory that was ever gained having taken the gratest amount of pris- 
oners that was ever taken on the contenant.” Another summed it up particu- 
larly succinctly: “I never before knew what hard times were.” A few soldiers 
had had enough; a captain in the 46th Illinois resigned after the fighting and a 
member of his company testified: “we were glad of it as he showed the white 
feather plainly.” Others petitioned for their officer’s removal, the case of the 
31st Indiana being curious to be sure: “notwithstanding our profound regard 
for you as a personal friend and Gentleman and our respect for your former 
service to your Country,” Charles M. Smith wrote to Lieutenant Colonel John 
Osborn, 


we are nevertheless sorry to inform you that your conduct on the field at Ft. 
Donalson has caused us to lose that confidence in your efficiency as a Regt. 
Com. that we had formerly entertained and which is so indispensable to suc- 
cess. We are glad to believe that your inefficiency is wholly attributable to your 
advanced age and not to any want of courage and that, therefore, you can tender 
your resignation without dishonor which we as officers of the 31st Regt Ind Vol 


respectfully request you to do. 


Yet there was some good news amid the lingering suffering. Years later 
A. F. Gilbert reflected on Fort Donelson. He had been wounded and taken 
prisoner, but was reported killed at home. He soon arrived there and remem- 
bered, “I had the pleasure of reading my own obituary and of remarking, 
like Mark Twain, that ‘the report of my death was some what premature and 
greatly exaggerated.’””® 


For the next several months at least, the twin-rivers campaign had a de- 
finitive impact on the lives of those involved. For most of the Confeder- 
ates, they could expect six to eight months of imprisonment. Fortunately 
for them, prison life at the many Northern camps such as Johnson’s Island, 
Camp Chase, Camp Douglas, and others was far from the miserable exis- 
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tences of Andersonville or Elmira later in the war. One Confederate wrote, “I 
am treated a great deal better than I expected.” Still, the lack of freedom was 
the common denominator in it all, but most Confederates managed to keep up 
their strength and commitment to the Confederacy. One Chicago resident told 
of just such spunk, writing of visiting the Southern soldiers at Camp Douglas: 
‘a tall Massachusetts Yankee was walking around passing some cutting re- 
marks about the prisoners when all at once a prisoner came forward and said 
to the Yankee, ‘what remark is that you just made?’ The Yankee answered ‘If 
you’d a known what old Abe was made of you wouldn’t a taken up arms agin 
the government but I don’t blame you cause you warn’t taught nothing better 
down there among the poor niggers.’ He scarcely had the words out of his 
mouth when the Southerner gave him a shot (or a stroke) under the Ear that 
tumbled him at the Guard’s feet.’’’ 

While life was fairly tolerable in the prison camps this early in the war 
and the prisoners were mostly fed well, there were certainly still problems 
ranging from the lack of freedom to write letters to the lack of personal ef- 
fects. Many prisoners complained of not getting news from home. On some 
occasions, prisoners got crushing news from their families; Mississippian 
James Z. George received a letter from his mother while at Johnson’s Island: 
“PS — Your boy Frank died last spring since you was a prisoner.’ On a few oc- 
casions, the captivity became so bad that some Confederate prisoners galva- 
nized, or were released upon joining the Federal army. These were obviously 
not sent back to the Confederacy to fight but were instead sent out west.® 

The Confederate field and general officers were treated better, although 
one Indianan wrote home of the intended treatment of Buckner: “we are go- 
ing to skin him alive and have some shoes made out of his hide for the Union 
soldiers.” Many noted the movements of well-known officers, Sherman, for 
example, writing of Buckner as he passed through Paducah: “he seemed self- 
sufficient, and thought their loss was not really so serious to their cause as 
we did.” Most officers, including Buckner and Tilghman, were taken to Fort 
Warren near Boston, Massachusetts. Buckner referred to this fort as his “cel- 
ebrated resort,” although there was some solitary confinement for him as 
well as Tilghman. Others were allowed to roam the fort in Boston Harbor, 
watching the boats, which helped pass the time. Most lived comfortably and 
remained healthy; the only major officer to die in confinement was Colonel 
Thomas J. Davidson of the 3rd Mississippi, who had led a brigade during the 
fighting. He died at Fort Warren on April 29.’ 
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Eventually, the Confederates were exchanged, most lower-level officers 
and enlisted men going to Vicksburg and the officers being taken to Virginia. 
Their joy was evident: “we laughed, and sang, and shed tears of joy at our 
release from prison,” noted one Mississippian. Most reentered service and 
fought the rest of the war, some living through it and others not. Tilghman, of 
course, was killed a little over a year later at Champion Hill. Buckner, on the 
other hand, lived well into the next century.'® 

Contrary to the Confederate viewpoint of survival and thankfulness at be- 
ing exchanged, the Federals gained different attitudes from the twin-rivers 
campaign. Most were convinced that the war was just about over. “I think we 
will see home about the first of July to spend the fourth of July with you,” 
wrote one Federal. “It is my opinion they will soon get weary of these Foolish 
ways, added another. “If we continue to catch them at this rate we will soon 
have the whole of them,” yet another posited." 

Those predictions were not just in Grant’s army, either, but extended to 
other forces as well. Buell’s army “received the news in camp of the surren- 
der of the Rebels at Fort Donelson which caused great enthusiasm in camp. 
All are now hopeful that the end of the war is not far distant.” One Iowan in 
Buell’s army wrote: “I guess the transactions lately taken place at Fort Henry, 
Mill Springs, Roanoke Island, and Fort Donelson begin to make them think 
that we have a will as well as a way to teach traitors that the United States 
Still have a government and all the brave spirits she needs to maintain that 
Government. The news of the glorious victories above named was received 
with Shouts of joy by the boys here and soon the bands was out making the 
hills of Old Kentucky re-echo with the heart of Stirring and patriotic Strains 
of Hail Columbia, Yankee Doodle, The Star Spangled Banner &c.’’!” 

A few actually thought the war would be over that summer: “I think three 
months more will make them come under or sing out compromise.” James 
Parrott noted that the “rebels in this state are about gone up.” One especially 
observant Federal noted, “the opening of these two important Rivers, must 
show the Rebels, that they must go under.”!? 

Of course, all woefully misjudged the situation. “How badly mistaken we 
were history proves,” remembered an I/linoisan years later.'* 


Those involved in conducting the twin-rivers campaign were likewise af- 
fected as the weeks passed into months and years. The gunboats that were so 
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heavily damaged were soon repaired and recrewed, and went on to provide 
stellar service on the western waters despite being immediate sensations, es- 
pecially in their damaged state. One sailor aboard the Essex so frightfully 
damaged at Fort Henry commented on its return to St. Louis for repairs: “a 
great many visitors on board to see the damage.” Unfortunately, the gunboats’ 
commander would not share in their victory; despite later promotion to rear 
admiral, Foote died in the summer of 1863.'> 

Grant obviously rose to great heights, becoming commander of the Union 
armies by 1864 and president of the United States by 1869. Yet it was not 
easy, the miscommunication and opposition of Henry Halleck stunting his 
growth throughout 1862. He steadily gained promotion nevertheless, first 
to command the District of West Tennessee and then higher commands. At 
times Lincoln himself intervened on Grant’s behalf, but he eventually pro- 
duced massive results, confirming Lincoln’s confidence in him." 

Grant’s division commanders were not so fortunate. McClernand eventu- 
ally rose to corps command, but not being a Grant insider he did not survive 
the Vicksburg campaign in command. Neither did Lew Wallace, who was 
another victim of miscommunication at Shiloh and remained under that cloud 
the rest of his life. Perhaps most unfortunate was Charles F. Smith. While in 
command of the early expedition farther up the Tennessee River from Fort 
Henry in March, prompting some confusion among the soldiers as to who 
was actually in command, Smith or Grant, Smith suffered a freak accident 
and died of infection just a little over two months after his heroics at Fort 
Donelson. Thirteen-gun salutes were ordered on many posts and vessels, and 
flags flew at half-staff in memory of the general.'’ 

The Confederate commanders did little better. Albert Sidney Johnston lay 
dead on the plains of Shiloh a mere month and a half after the disaster at 
Fort Donelson, and Beauregard did not survive Jefferson Davis’s wrath much 
longer. The seemingly forgotten Bushrod Johnson served solidly in the Army 
of Tennessee, as did Buckner, who had forever won the praises of his men 
for surrendering with them at Fort Donelson. Pillow and Floyd, on the other 
hand, were much different stories. While they held small commands later, 
neither ever really played any major role in the war again.’* 

The Davis administration found Pillow’s and Floyd’s reports “incomplete 
and unsatisfactory,” setting off a political firestorm. A congressional inquiry 
resulted. Soon, Davis relieved both men of their commands and the congres- 
sional investigation asked each to explain why the army failed to escape, the 
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turnover of command, and the escape of each general. Floyd tried unsuccess- 
fully to explain away the fact that he gave up command and then escaped 
by saying that his goal by the morning of February 16 was to get as many 
troops as possible out of the trap. He further said that it just so happened that 
his Virginia troops were the nearest when it came time to board the boats. 
Obviously, such weak excuses did not sway many minds. Never able to make 
much headway against popular or political dissatisfaction, Floyd termed his 
treatment the “gravest injustice.””” 

Pillow also railed against the government, but Secretary of War George W. 
Randolph would not budge. Pillow chalked this up to Randolph being Nicho- 
las Trist’s brother-in-law. Trist was an important figure during Pillow’s Mexi- 
can War dispute with Winfield Scott, and he even testified against Pillow; the 
Tennessean thus termed Randolph his “personal enemy.” Pillow wanted his 
report published, thinking it would clear his name: “my report gives a truthful 
history of the incidents of the battles as I saw them.” Nothing ever worked, 
however, and Pillow went down as one of the worst generals of the Civil 
War.”? 

Not only did the official government statements bother Floyd and Pillow 
but so also did the popular memory of the two generals. One Confederate 
remembered Pillow: “his insufficient conceit has probably not yet allowed 
him to comprehend that he is totally incompetent to command a brigade.” As 
for Floyd, he perhaps endured the most vitriol, even having a mocking song 
written about him. Tellingly, few who had served under him were dismayed 
when he passed away a year later. “Floyd has at last gone up,” wrote one Mis- 
sissippian. “All of our old politicians are failures as generals.” A Virginian 
noted, “I am sorry to say that we was badly out Generaled.” Perhaps the best 
that could be said of him was by another Confederate who later took shots at 
both: “his fault was his weakness in yielding to Pillow & his being overruled 
& in not discovering Pillow’s incompetence.” Even the Northerners hated 
Floyd, one Union citizen writing, “I hope they will capture him yet, and make 
an example of him the traitor and thief. I think he ought to have it branded on 
his forehead.’””*! 

Although Floyd tried to make amends with his senior commanders, the 
leading Confederates at Fort Donelson complained bitterly about Floyd and 
Pillow while in prison. William Baldwin was irate and wrote that the Mis- 
sissippians were “guarding the embarkation of troops while their chief was 
seeking safety.” Later he wrote of the passage of command: “[when] seniors 
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endeavor to escape responsibility by throwing the same upon the former, 
comment is unnecessary.” Nathaniel Cheairs of the 3rd Tennessee described 
Pillow’s and Floyd’s “disgraceful flight,’ and Colonel Robert Farquharson 
of the 41st Tennessee, in prison at Fort Warren, labeled the affair a “criminal 
blunder.” He also wrote that Buckner and the garrison were “victims of the in 
competency or crime of Pillow or Floyd or both.” 


As more and more months passed, the twin-river forts fell out of the public 
eye as larger battles such as Shiloh took the spotlight. Fort Henry never- 
theless continued to serve as a base for further operations, especially in the 
movement eventually to Corinth, Mississippi, which culminated the Tennes- 
see River campaign that included Forts Henry and Donelson, Shiloh, and the 
fighting and siege around Corinth itself in May 1862. Still, Fort Henry was 
a place to see even later. Many noted passing the site while on transports 
destined for stations farther south. One Illinoisan viewed Fort Henry later in 
April, after Shiloh: “passed Fort Henry at 134 o’clock in the night moonlight 
and clear seen the fortifications. The riverbank is only about 5 feet from the 
fort.” Another noted, “we came up to Ft Henry that great place there has been 
so much talk about lately. ...I was surprised to find it such a small place.” 
One Federal actually got to tour the site: “I went off and looked at the fortifi- 
cations on the east bank.”*° 

Fort Donelson also received more attention later in the war. The Federals 
continued to man the site even after the movement southward, and actually 
built a new fort just east of the original, across Indian Creek. It was there that 
Confederates attacked on several occasions, including August 1862 but most 
famously in February 1863, just a year after the defining events in February 
1862. These later battles were Federal victories too.” 

Later in the war and even afterward, the public as well as the Federal gov- 
ernment remembered Fort Donelson. A “musical description” of the fighting 
appeared later in 1862 and the navy, in addition to naming a gunboat USS 
Fort Henry, renamed a captured blockade runner as USS Fort Donelson. The 
major memorialization began after the war when the Federal dead were rein- 
terred in the Fort Donelson National Cemetery, situated at the site of the new 
Union fort. One worker described the process of digging up soldiers: “a large 
auger was used to drill into the graves on the battlefield and if they found 
something blue they were carried to the cemetery if it was gray they were left 
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on the field.” Most of the graves were found to be in the breakout area along 
the Wynn Ferry Road. Eventually, in the 1920s, Congress established what 
is now the Fort Donelson National Battlefield, today under the National Park 
Service. Unfortunately, Fort Henry is today under the waters of Kentucky 
Lake, a victim of the Tennessee Valley Authority dams built in the 1930s and 
1940s.” 

Just like the battlefields, the connections made at the twin rivers similarly 
remained. Some fifteen or so years later when Grant was president, he still 
respected his old division commander, C. F. Smith. When he learned one of 
Smith’s daughters was in need, he wrote proffering help; Grant called Smith 
“one of our most gallant Generals in the rebellion,” and added, “there is noth- 
ing that I would not do to aid the children of my once old chief and afterwards 
subordinate in their life struggles.” 

Perhaps the most riveting Fort Donelson connection that was remembered 
decades later was between Grant and Buckner. The two old adversaries rec- 
onciled just like the sections they had once fought for. In fact, Buckner vis- 
ited the dying Grant at his New York cottage. Because of his terminal throat 
cancer, Grant by then was only able to communicate by writing on a piece of 
paper. Just a few days later, Buckner served as one of Grant’s pallbearers at 
the funeral.*’ 

The old adversaries at Fort Donelson had been reunited in peace once 
more, much like their sections. 
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FortT HENRY ORDER OF BATTLE 
FEBRUARY 6, 1862 


Union Forces 


ARMY OF THE TENNESSEE 
Brig. Gen. U. S. Grant 


FIRST DIVISION 
Brig. Gen. John A. McClernand 


First Brigade 
Col. Richard J. Oglesby 
8th [Illinois 
18th Illinois 
29th Illinois 
30th Hlinois 
31st Illinois 
Stewart’s, Dollins’s, O’Harnett’s, and Carmichael’s cavalry companies 
Schwartz’s/Gumbart’s Battery (E), 2nd Illinois Light Artillery 
Dresser’s Battery (D), 2nd [Illinois Light Artillery 


Second Brigade 
Col. William H. L. Wallace 
11th Hlinois 
20th [linois 
45th Illinois 
48th Illinois 
Ath Illinois Cavalry 
Taylor’s Chicago Light Artillery (B), Ist Hlinois Light Artillery 
McAllister’s Battery (D), Ist Illinois Light Artillery 
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SECOND DIVISION 
Brig. Gen. Charles F. Smith 


First Brigade 
Col. John McArthur 
Oth Illinois 
12th Illinois 
41st Illinois 
Battalion, 2nd Illinois Cavalry 


Second Brigade 
Brig. Gen. Lew Wallace 
8th Missouri 
11th Indiana 
23rd Indiana 
28th Hlinois 
Battalion, 2nd and 4th US Cavalry 


Third Brigade 
Col. John Cook 
7th Ilinois 
50th Illinois 
7th Iowa 
13th Missouri 
Wood’s Chicago Light Artillery (A), Ist Illinois Artillery 


Western Flotilla 
Flag Officer Andrew H. Foote 
USS St. Louis 
USS Carondelet 
USS Essex 
USS Cincinnati 


Timberclads 
S. Ledyard Phelps 
USS Tyler 
USS Conestoga 
USS Lexington 
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Confederate Forces 
Brig. Gen. Lloyd Tilghman 


First Brigade 
Col. Adolphus Heiman 
10th Tennessee 
48th Tennessee 
27th Alabama 
Culbertson’s Battery 
9th (Gantt’s) Battalion Tennessee Cavalry 


Second Brigade 

Col. Joseph Drake 
Ath Mississippi 
15th Arkansas 
51st Tennessee 
26th Alabama (2 cos.) 
Crain’s Battery 
Hubbard’s and Houston’s Alabama Cavalry Battalions 
Milner’s Cavalry Company 
Padgett’s Cavalry Company 
Milton’s Ranger Detachment 


Fort Henry Gunners 
Captain Jesse Taylor 
Taylor’s Tennessee Artillery Company 
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FortT DONELSON ORDER OF BATTLE 
FEBRUARY 12-16, 1862 


Union Forces 


ARMY OF THE TENNESSEE 
Brig. Gen. U. S. Grant 


FIRST DIVISION 
Brig. Gen. John A. McClernand 


First Brigade 
Col. Richard J. Oglesby 
8th [Illinois 
18th Illinois 
29th Illinois 
30th Illinois 
31st Illinois 
Stewart’s, Dollins’s, O’Harnett’s, and Carmichael’s cavalry companies 
Schwartz’s/Gumbart’s Battery (E), 2nd Illinois Light Artillery 
Dresser’s Battery (D), 2nd [Illinois Light Artillery 
Battalion, 2nd and 4th US Cavalry 
Battalion, 2nd Illinois Cavalry 


Second Brigade 
Col. William H. L. Wallace 
11th Illinois 
20th Illinois 
45th Illinois 
48th Illinois 
4th Illinois Cavalry 
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Taylor’s Chicago Light Artillery (B), Ist Illinois Light Artillery 
McAllister’s Battery (D), Ist Illinois Light Artillery 


Third Brigade 
Col. William R. Morrison (wd) 
17th Illinois 
49th Ilinois 


SECOND DIVISION 
Brig. Gen. Charles F. Smith 


First Brigade 
Col. John McArthur 
Oth [linois 
12th Illinois 
41st Illinois 


Third Brigade 
Col. John Cook 

7th Illinois 

50th Illinois 

52nd Indiana 

12th Iowa 

13th Missouri 

Maj. J. S. Cavender’s Battalion Missouri Artillery 
Richardson’s Battery (D), Ist Missouri Light Artillery 
Welker’s Battery (H), Ist Missouri Light Artillery 
Stone’s Battery (K), 1st Missouri Light Artillery 


Fourth Brigade 
Col. Jacob G. Lauman 
25th Indiana 
2nd Iowa 
7th Iowa 
14th Iowa 
Birge’s Sharpshooters (14th Missouri) 


Fifth Brigade 
Colonel Morgan L. Smith 
8th Missouri 
11th Indiana 


FORT DONELSON ORDER OF BATTLE 


THIRD DIVISION 
Brig. Gen. Lew Wallace 


First Brigade 
Col. Charles Cruft 
31st Indiana 
44th Indiana 
17th Kentucky 
25th Kentucky 


Second Brigade 
Attached to Thayer’s Brigade 
46th Illinois 
57th [linois 
58th [linois 
20th Ohio 


Third Brigade 
Col. John M. Thayer 
lst Nebraska 
58th Ohio 
68th Ohio 
76th Ohio 


Not Brigaded 
Wood’s Chicago Light Artillery (A), Ist Illinois Artillery 
Company A, 32nd Illinois 


Western Flotilla 
Flag Officer Andrew H. Foote 
USS St. Louis 
USS Carondelet 
USS Pittsburg 
USS Louisville 


Timberclads 
S. Ledyard Phelps 
USS Tyler 
USS Conestoga 
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Confederate Forces 
Brig. Gen. John B. Floyd 


PILLOW’S DIVISION 
Brig. Gen. Gideon J. Pillow 
Brig. Gen. Bushrod R. Johnson (c) 


Heiman’s Brigade 
Col. Adolphus Heiman (c) 

10th Tennessee 

42nd Tennessee 

48th Tennessee 

53rd Tennessee 

27th Alabama 

Maney’s Tennessee Battery 


Drake’s Brigade 
Col. Joseph Drake (c) 
Ath Mississippi 
15th Arkansas 
lst Tennessee Battalion 
26th Alabama (2 cos.) 


Davidson’s Brigade 
Col. Thomas J. Davidson (s) (c) 
Col. John M. Simonton (c) 
1st Mississippi 
3rd (23rd) Mississippi 
7th Texas 
8th Kentucky 


Baldwin’s Brigade 
Col. William E. Baldwin (c) 
20th Mississippi 
26th Mississippi 
26th Tennessee 


McCausland’s Brigade 
Col. John McCausland 
36th Virginia 
50th Virginia 


FORT DONELSON ORDER OF BATTLE 


Wharton’s Brigade 
Col. Gabriel C. Wharton 

Sst Virginia 

56th Virginia 


BUCKNER’S DIVISION 
Brig. Gen. Simon Bolivar Buckner (c) 


Brown’s Brigade 
Col. John C. Brown (c) 
3rd Tennessee 
18th Tennessee 
32nd Tennessee 
Graves’s Kentucky Battery 
Porter’s Tennessee Battery 
Jackson’s Virginia Battery 


Baldwin’s Brigade 
Attached to Brown’s 
2nd Kentucky 
14th Mississippi 
41st Tennessee 


Fort Donelson Garrison 
Col. John W. Head 
Col. James E. Bailey (c) 
30th Tennessee 
49th Tennessee 
50th Tennessee 


River Batteries 
Cpt. Joseph Dixon (k) 
Cpt. Jacob Culbertson (c) 
Maury Tennessee Battery 
Stankiewicz’s Tennessee Battery 
Company A, 30th Tennessee 
Company A, 50th Tennessee 


Cavalry 
Lt. Col. Nathan Bedford Forrest 
3rd Tennessee Cavalry 
9th Tennessee Cavalry Battalion 
Ist Kentucky Cavalry Battalion 
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Artillery 
French’s Virginia Battery 
Green’s Kentucky Battery 
Guy’s Virginia Battery 
Parker’s Battery 
Adams’s Virginia Battery 
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